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Preface 



C ommittee meetings. We generally abhor them; when possible, we 
avoid them. Yet I recently attended a series of committee meet- 
ings that, though sometimes contentious and even rancorous, 
ultimately proved useful — both to the individuals on the committee and 
to the college as a whole. We came together from our various depart- 
ments to discuss the college's core curriculum and how best to assess 
it. Regardless of the specific topics we discussed, however, the fact that 
the discussion included people from different departments — people 
with different perspectives, different methodologies, and different con- 
cerns — increased our chances of learning something useful about those 
topics. By including voices from different disciplines, we increased our 
knowledge base. Fortunately, the barriers that normally prevent such 
interdisciplinary discussions are relatively easy to overcome: we need 
only walk from our various comers of campus to a common room; aside 
from the physical distance between our departments, we all stand on 
fairly common ground. 

When the conversations cross grade levels rather than depart- 
ments, however, the barriers change. The public seems to accord dif- 
fering degrees of professionalism to teachers depending on the grade 
level at which they teach. As Richard Brantley and Diana Brantley note 
in Chapter 14, "A professor works hard for an initial credential, usu- 
ally a doctorate, and tenure, but then it is assumed that each professor 

is a professional who can maintain currency in the field [High school 

teachers, however,] must continually update their certification and re- 
ceive 'inservice' instruction on topics from ESOL to IDEA and other al- 
phabet soup" (p. 217). 

Further, the public seems to place a different responsibility on high 
school teachers than on their college counterparts. While college stu- 
dents, for example, are generally held responsible for their own grades, 
at the high school level it's the teachers, not the students, who are com- 
monly held responsible for students' grades. In Chapter 3, Marguerite 
Quintelli-Neary even mentions a situation in which a principal "in- 
formed his faculty that actual teachers' names would appear next to 
students' standardized test scores," presumably so everyone would 
know which teachers were doing their jobs properly — and which 
weren't. In fact, if student scores are low enough and fail to improve 
over the course of several years, the state of South Carolina, for instance. 
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can fire all the teachers and take over the school. Such a situation seems 
unimaginable in a college setting, where, as Wendy Strachan notes in 
Chapter 9, "success or failure ... is attributed not to the teacher but to 
the learner" (p. 138). 

Besides the differences in public perception, the teachers them- 
selves live in different worlds, depending on the grade level they teach. 
When I taught high school, for example, I subscribed to English Journal, 
but I never even looked at College English. With no travel budget and 
no time off to travel anyway, I didn't attend conferences. When I moved 
(or "moved up") to college, I switched my journal subscription; I now 
travel to the annual convention of NCTE or CCCC or to some other 
professional conference at least once each year as a matter of course. 
This morning the departmental secretary took care of some correspon- 
dence relating to this book — a luxury I certainly would not have had 
were I still teaching high school. (But then, I wouldn't have tried to 
publish a book while I was still teaching high school, either.) I used to 
be a "teacher"; now I'm a "professor." 

Somehow, teaching college is an entirely different world from 
teaching high school. Yet the students I face in August were sitting in 
high school classrooms in May. Have they changed that much in three 
months? Their work doesn't seem to have improved significantly in 
quality. Maybe, then, teachers from high school and college would do 
well to talk with each other about their common (or different) goals and 
challenges. The authors of Chapter 13 argue that the conversations 
should include teachers from all grade levels — elementary through col- 
lege. 

But to talk, we have to come together. Hence, this collection of- 
fers models for ways we can come together across grade levels, both to 
talk and to work together. It also offers conversations between teachers 
from different grade levels about the common challenges we face when 
we try to teach students to write. 

My hope is that by offering these models and conversations this 
book will encourage and inspire readers to engage in cross-grade con- 
versations and collaborations. The more we talk together and work to- 
gether, the more successful we will be in the classroom. 
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One of the most obvious ways to find out "how the other half lives" is 
to go into one of the "other" classrooms — and teach there. Chapter 1 
records Don Daiker 's reflections on his experience of taking a break from 
the university to teach high school for a semester. Not surprisingly, his 
experience increased his respect for high school teachers and changed 
the way he now teaches future teachers. 

While Don's experience might be too impractical (for high school 
teachers) or too intimidating (for college professors) for some teachers 
to implement, a team approach might be more realistic for many. Chap- 
ter 2 describes such a project: Ron Fortune, Claire Lamonica, and Janice 
Neuleib each team-taught with someone from another grade level. A 
high school teacher and a college professor, for example, taught one 
semester at a high school and then a second semester at a college. The 
initial two-semester exchange led to additional collaborations and con- 
versations that now include teachers across the state. 

Both projects — going solo and team-teaching — offer teachers the 
kind of understanding possible only through immersion in a different 
classroom culture. 
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1 Scriptless in High School: 
Teaching Dreams of a 
College Professor 

Don Daiker 

Miami University of Ohio 

During the 1995 spring semester, after thirty-two years of college teaching, 
Don became a high school teacher for the first time in his life . . . . 



I t was guilt that drove me to high school teaching. I had been teaching 
inservice teachers for a decade in the summer institute of the Ohio Writ- 
ing Project, and for five years I had taught a required course for 
preservice English language arts teachers with the imposing title "Back- 
grounds to Composition Theory and Research." Judging from student 
comments and course evaluations, both classes seemed moderately 
successful, but I felt more and more as if my ideas and suggestions had 
less and less relevance to what actually happens in high school and 
middle school classrooms. I felt increasingly like a fraud or, at best, an 
impostor. 

So, prodded by a high school colleague who kept asking, "Are 
you going to do it? Are you really going to do it?," I applied to Miami 
University for a faculty improvement leave that would allow me to 
spend a full semester teaching at Princeton High School in Cincinnati. 
I chose Princeton for several reasons: I knew and admired several teach- 
ers there; I could reach the high school from my Oxford home in thirty- 
five minutes; and, most important, Princeton was noted for the diver- 
sity of its student body. In creating the Princeton School District, the state 
of Ohio had put together one of its wealthiest (Glendale) with one of 
its poorest (Lincoln Heights) districts: the high school was 45 percent 
African American and 5 percent Asian American. 

At Princeton High School, there are four class levels: international 
baccalaureate (IB), advanced placement ( AP), college preparatory (CP), 
and basic. Because I did not want to spend my semester away from 
college working with the kinds of students who would be attending 
Miami a year or two later, I purposely asked to teach college prep and 
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basic classes. I was assigned two tenth-grade basic English classes and 
two twelfth-grade college prep English classes. I did not understand 
then, as I do now, that teaching at least one advanced placement class 
would have given me a more balanced and more positive high school 
teaching experience. 

I prepared as carefully as I knew how for teaching high school; I 
never thought it would be less than a challenge and struggle. To pre- 
pare, I observed classes at Princeton for weeks before I became the 
teacher of record. Sitting at the back of the classroom, I carefully watched 
both teachers and students in order to learn how to change my peda- 
gogy as I moved from university to secondary teaching. I visited other 
classes at various levels in Cincinnati and Dayton schools, especially 
those taught by Ohio Writing Project associates who had won awards 
for their teaching. I interviewed half a dozen middle and high school 
teachers, asking for their advice, their recommendations, their do's and 
don'ts. I reread Tom Romano's Clearing the Way: Working with Teenage 
Writers, still the best book I know on high school teaching, and I re- 
viewed Nancie Atwell's In the Middle: New Understandings about Writ- 
ing, Reading, and Learning, Linda Rief 's Seeking Diversity: Language Arts 
with Adolescents, and Donald Graves's Writing: Teachers and Children at 
Work. I read more than a dozen books of adolescent fiction, books such 
as Walter Dean Myers's Hoops, Bette Greene's Summer of My German 
Soldier, Robert Lipsyte's The Contender, Gary Paulsen's Nightjohn, and 
Lois Lowry's Number the Stars. I tried to be ready. 

From January through June of 1995, I taught four classes at 
Princeton High School. My additional duties varied from week to week, 
but I also performed cafeteria duty, worked in the attendance office, and 
supervised study halls. All in all, my four months at Princeton High 
School constituted the most challenging and difficult teaching assign- 
ment I have ever undertaken. Despite thirty years of experience in teach- 
ing writing, literature, and education courses at Miami University, I al- 
ways felt inadequate and unprepared in my high school classrooms. 
There were some small victories, but many more defeats. Those defeats 
and inadequacies were registered clearly and powerfully in a series of 
dreams that visited me in the months following my Princeton experi- 
ence. 

Interestingly, I hardly dreamed at all while I was teaching at 
Princeton; I don't think I had the time or energy to dream. But after- 
ward I did dream, and in all my dreams, it seems clear to me, I was re- 
experiencing my difficult days at Princeton High School. 
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This was a dream I had on August 19, 1995, while my family and 
I were vacationing at North Litchfield Beach, South Carolina: 

It's intermission during a production of Tennessee Williams's A Streetcar 
Named Desire (my all-time favorite play). I am an actor in the play, but I 
have no idea where it is being produced, and I don't seem to know anyone else 
in the cast or in the audience: both are blanks, outside the scope of my dream. I 
have a major part in the play, although I'm not sure exactly what it is. I know 
that my part is not as large and prominent as Stanley Kowalski's but I know 
that it is larger and more prominent than Harold Mitchell's. [That there is no 
such part as Harold Mitchell in the play does not seem to bother me; it's no 
more confusing a fact than others that present themselves to me.] It's inter- 
mission, and I'm looking for a script because I realize that I don't know my 
lines — any of them — for the second half of the play. 1 ask everyone I see back- 
stage (no one is individualized here) for a copy of the script, but no one has a 
copy: each person I ask looks about him- or herself for a second or so and then 
says, "Sorry." I'm almost panicked, but then I remember that somehow I got 
through the first half of the play without screwing up too badly; at least I guess 
I did, for although I can't remember what happened during the first act, no one 
is yelling at me or criticizing me; no one seems worried at all. Indeed, harmony 
reigns backstage except for my dilemma. I continue asking for a script, and a 
couple of people give scripts to me — but one script is for a Shakespeare play 
and another is for Ibsen's The Enemy of the People. They're not right! Last 
thing I know I've gone outside the theater and I'm looking for a script on the 
sidewalk in front of the theater: it's daylight, people are passing by, I'm look- 
ing down, and I can't find what I need. 

A month later, now safely back at Miami University teaching 
courses in college composition, American literature, and the short story, 
I am visited by two related dreams: 

I'm driving alone in my car heading to Princeton High School along Highway 
21 , the route I had always taken from Oxford to Princeton, minding my own 
business. I look up to see flashing red lights in my rearview mirror, and sud- 
denly there's a cop behind me motioning me to pull over. "I can't have been 
speeding," I say to myself and look down at my speedometer to see if I have 
been exceeding the 35 mph speed limit. My dream ends without my learning 
how fast I've been traveling. 

I've just bought a new suit at Lazarus department store in Cincinnati, and 
I've had it altered. I'm wearing it for the first time — I'm going to a concert or 
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wedding, some dress-up affair. I put on the slacks, and they seem long. "Well, 
maybe they'll fit better with my shoes on, " I think, although without much hope. 
Nope — with shoes on they're still way too long. I try to blame the store and the 
alterations clerk, but I know within that it's my fault. I must have done some- 
thing wrong during the measurement session — I know I did — but I can't put 
my finger on exactly what it was. 

These two September dreams are succeeded by a pair of October 
dreams that clarify even further that Princeton High School is their sub- 
ject: 

I'm trying to get to Princeton High School, but I can't get there. The whole 
time I'm telling myself, "I'll make it, I'll get there," even though another, equally 
compelling voice says, "You'll never make it; you'll never make it." For some 
reason, I'm trying to get to school by bus. But even then I get off to a late start. 
I'm not even sure where to exit from the bus. But eventually I pull the buzzer 
and get off at a place that seems familiar. But once I'm off the bus, everything 
seems strange, and I don't even know which direction to walk. At one point, 
I'm not sure which of two directions to follow, so I ask a passerby; he points in 
a third direction, and I start off that way. I say to myself that I'm lucky this is 
exam day at Princeton because I can arrive later than usual without being late. 

New scene: Apparently it's the end of the school day. I have no idea how to get 
home. I don't even know if I brought a car with me. For a long time I wander 
aimlessly around the parking lot. Maybe I took a bus to school? But I don't 
even know where the bus stop is. Somehow I find myself in a car; I come to 
what should be a familiar intersection, and I don't know which of four direc- 
tions to follow. I just sit motionless in my stopped car as the dream ends. 

My final two Princeton dreams — the last I have had — each oc- 
curred in conjunction with the 1995 National Council of Teachers of 
English Annual Convention that was held during the third week of 
November, five months after my last high school class. The first dream 
took place on my first night in San Diego and the second on the night 
after I returned to Oxford: 

I'm back in Princeton, in my own classroom — 507 or whatever it is. I can't see 
much in the classroom; the students don't have names. The key point is that 
I'm having trouble with time: I don't know when this period is over and when 
this class ends. And for some reason I don't ask the students. [Why not? They 
know. And I know that they know, don't I? ] There's a student who's giving me 
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a hard time — I'm not sure how, probably by smarting off. He is fairly heavy 
and looks a little like Josh Penzone, one of my college students this semester in 
English 304. When he does something out of line — talks back, disobeys, some- 
thing — I respond and cut him down verbally. [I have no idea exactly what I 
said.] At any rate, when I see that he is close to tears, I try to make it up to 
him, wishing the class would end but not sure when the period will be over. 

I have been asked by the principal to speak at the Princeton High School gradu- 
ation. I know that I am not the central graduation speaker: I am to speak only 
two to three pages' worth. But I work hard on my speech, and I bring the pages 
with me to the ceremony. But graduation ceremonies do not take place outside, 
as you might think; they take place inside in something that looks very much 
like a church, almost like the baccalaureate graduation service I attended at 
Rutgers University in 1959. Not only that, but my whole family is there, in- 
cluding my wife Vicky — and our four kids are small, as if it were twenty years 
ago. I feel pretty good as the ceremonies begin, but ten or fifteen minutes into 
it I think I'll just check my folder to make sure my speech copy is there. I can't 
find it. I begin to get nervous. It's hard to sort through all my papers in a pew, 
especially because the kids are moving around and getting in my way. If I set 
the papers down beside me on the pew, Stephen would be likely to mess them 
up. I haven't completely panicked yet because I know there will be a halftime 
intermission; then I can really look for my speech notes. But halftime comes, 
and although I take every single item out of my folder, the speech notes are 
nowhere to be found. I ask myself if I can't do the speech from memory — after 
all, I often talk with few or no notes — but I can't remember a single thing I 
have planned to say. And then my dream ends. 

Taken together, these seven dreams clearly summarize my emo- 
tional response to teaching at Princeton High School. As my first and 
last dreams suggest, I saw myself as essentially scriptless in the class- 
room. Although I had thought myself in possession of the necessary 
material — I did get through the first half of A Streetcar Named Desire and 
I had finished writing my graduation address — there came a time in 
each dream when I had absolutely nothing to say, when I was utterly 
clueless, when silence and then oblivion became my only response. 
What all seven dreams have in common is the absence of resources, 
especially knowledge, to do what needs to be done: to perform on stage, 
to find out how fast I am driving, to fit my clothes correctly, to get to 
and from Princeton High School, to figure out class periods, and to ad- 
dress the graduates. These are all dreams of inadequacy and failure. 

And my dreams spoke the truth: I often felt inadequate as a high 
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school teacher. I audiotaped the following message as I drove home on 
a Friday afternoon in May during my fourth month at Princeton: 

It's been an interesting week — pleasure combined with despair. 
Yesterday, riding back and forth to school, I had the overwhelm- 
ing sense that my whole approach to teaching was wrong, that 
somehow I had failed to understand a cardinal principle of learn- 
ing (I'm still not sure what it is!) and that no matter how long I 
tried or how hard I struggled I would never "get it": my classes 
would continue to be mere sophisticated forms of baby-sitting 
rather than forums for genuine learning. [May 6, 1995] 

Much of my despair stemmed from my inability to deal with the 
kinds of discipline problems I had never encountered in my college 
classrooms. Not once at Miami University had a student physically 
threatened me. But one morning at Princeton, when I had repeatedly 
asked a senior to move the desk he kept purposely banging into a 
classmate's, he looked directly into my eyes and said, "If you don't get 
out of my face. I'm going to break your jaw and split you in half." It 
was about that time that the school nurse told me that my blood pres- 
sure, never before a problem, had reached the point where I should 
consult my physician. It was also about that time that Vicky said to me, 
not completely in jest, "If you ever try a stunt like this high school teach- 
ing again, you may want to look for a new wife at the same time." Teach- 
ing high school may have damaged my relationships and physical 
health as well as my self-image as a competent teacher. 

Yet the audiotape refers not only to "despair" but also to "plea- 
sure." And although my subconscious told me through dreams that I 
had failed miserably as a high school English teacher, I nevertheless had 
the sense during those four months that I had achieved some success. 
Indeed, there were moments and even hours when being a high school 
teacher was rewarding and even gratifying. After all, each of my four 
classes had produced a class publication that included an edited piece 
of writing by virtually every student. We had survived, albeit barely, a 
trip to the Cincinnati Museum of Natural History at historic Union Ter- 
minal. Almost every student had seen at least one major piece of writ- 
ing through the full writing process, including a peer conference. Al- 
most every student had read, more or less steadily, at least one book of 
his or her choice, and several had read two or three. We had dutifully 
read, discussed, acted but, and written about Of Mice and Men in sopho- 
more English and Macbeth in senior English. There was even an instance 
or two of real breakthrough, none more heartening than that of Mike 
Delmonico (not the student's real name). 
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When Mike arrives in my third-bell sophomore English class, he 
looks like an emaciated rodent — skinny and with thin, ratty hair all over 
his head and face. He has come to Ohio from Staten Island, New York, 
because both his parents have died, one of AIDS and the other from a 
drug overdose. Because Mike has no clue what book to choose for his 
independent reading project, I loan him a copy of S. E. Hinton's The 
Outsiders during the second week of the quarter. During class reading 
time, Mike almost always has his book with him, and each day he dili- 
gently fills out his reading log. But, if he is really reading at all, he reads 
very, very slowly. At last, during the next to last week of the quarter, he 
finishes The Outsiders, ambles to the front of the room, mutters, "Here's 
your book back" without making eye contact, and tosses the book into 
the book basket with what I take to be a contemptuous look on his face. 
"Oh, well," I say to myself. "That was a waste of time." 

I grab my stuff and am walking down the back hallway to my 
next class when I'm warmly greeted by Marta, one of the counselors, 
who asks, "Do you have just a minute?" Of course I don't have a 
minute — I never have a minute between classes — but I say, "Sure." In- 
side her office, she says, "I just got a telephone call from Mike's guard- 
ians, and they are so excited! The Outsiders is the first book Mike has 
ever read in his life. Last night, they said, Mike was so eager to finish 
his book that he didn't want to come to dinner. When they insisted that 
he come, he left before dessert to finish it in his room. They couldn't be 
more pleased. I thought you'd like to know." 

One of the scripts I've constructed from my high school teaching 
experience is that it takes practice to discern when students like Mike 
are genuinely enthusiastic about their reading and writing, since it's 
usually not cool, especially in basic classes, to evince enthusiasm for 
schoolwork. Mike did not know how to say "Thank you" or "That book 
was great" or "I really liked The Outsiders," but he did know that his 
next book would be Forrest Carter's The Education of Little Tree, which 
he grabbed from the book cart and immediately began to read next class. 

Still, it was not this modest success — there were others — that reso- 
nated most deeply for me. It was all those times when I lacked a script 
for dealing with students who wouldn't stop talking, or refused to 
change seats when requested, or neglected to do their homework, or 
insisted on taking a nap at their desk. These students somehow domi- 
nated my psyche even when they were in the minority. Perhaps it was 
because of my vulnerability in the face of such intransigence that I re- 
sorted to calling myself "Dr. Daiker" at Princeton as I never did at Miami 
University. All my handouts and notices were prominently labeled "Dr. 
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Daiker," whereas my Miami syllabi list me only as "Don Daiker" or just 
plain "Don." At Princeton, by contrast, I needed the protection and pres- 
tige of "Dr. Daiker" to make me a little less vulnerable: it was a kind of 
armor against the slings and arrows of student resistance. 

Of course, I would have felt less vulnerable had I been able to 
follow the standard advice proffered to all new teachers: "Leave your 
ego at the door — because if you bring it inside with you, it will surely 
be bruised." My problem was that I just didn't know what else to do 
with my ego except bring it with me. That's one of the lessons I take 
with me from my high school teaching experience: the necessity of not 
taking student resistance or misconduct too personally, because it can 
eat you alive if you do. As one of my favorite high school teachers told 
me, "Your college students may treat you like a prima donna, Don, but 
high school students will not be impressed by your degree, your publi- 
cations, or your experience. Get used to it." 

An even more important gain for me is a tremendous increase in 
respect and admiration for high school teachers — and not simply be- 
cause they work harder than we college professors, either. No, it's more 
than that. Teaching high school requires not only more effort but also a 
more comprehensive self -offering, a fuller giving of the self, a tapping 
of more and different kinds of energies. High school teachers have to 
be wiser than college teachers. High school teaching demands more of 
a total response, requires that you use not only your brains (which is 
usually enough for college teachers) but your heart and emotions and 
common sense and good psychology as well. As John Gaughan dem- 
onstrates in his powerful and practical Reinventing English: Teaching in 
the Contact Zone, high school teaching calls for a more holistic, compre- 
hensive, human approach than college teaching. It calls for more diverse 
talents, more interpersonal skills, more resourcefulness. To be an effec- 
tive high school teacher, you have to be wiser in the ways of the world. 

Paradoxically, the high school environment makes wisdom hard 
to come by because there is so little time during the school day, lengthy 
as it is, to think and reflect. The normal demands of the day — hall duty 
between classes, attendance reports, calls to parents, discipline prob- 
lems, rushed lunches — conspire to make reflection difficult and to en- 
courage unthinking responses even to complex issues. A year after teach- 
ing at Princeton I was encouraging inservice teachers to distribute a 
statement of goals to their students. To illustrate my point, I handed out 
copies of the goals statement I had distributed a year earlier to my tenth- 
grade students. Reading over my statement, I saw that it announced that 
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during the last week of class I would ask my students to think about 
their individual course goals and to tell me in writing what progress 
they had made in achieving them. I only then realized that in the wel- 
ter and chaos of teaching I had completely forgotten to ask for student 
responses. We didn't do any reflecting on goals at all. But even had I 
remembered, would there have been time — in the rush to complete our 
papers on Of Mice and Men — to do the goals reflection I had anticipated? 
Probably not. High school teaching, especially in the language arts, is 
time- and self-consuming in ways that few outsiders realize. No won- 
der so many beginning teachers never make it to year two. In my edu- 
cation courses at Miami, I encourage prospective teachers to become 
thoughtful and reflective practitioners, but I know now that it's hard to 
reflect while you're trying to survive. When you're just trying to keep 
your head above water, it's not easy to notice or care about the sky above. 

Having survived just one semester of high school teaching, I may 
have become a more effective teacher. Certainly the course I teach for 
prospective writing teachers has become more practical, more reality 
based. To take one instance, prospective teachers in my class now con- 
duct teacher research in the form of a writing exchange with high school 
students. Each of my students is matched with one or two seniors at 
Cincinnati's Madeira High School. The relationship begins with my stu- 
dents writing a personal letter to their high school partner(s) explain- 
ing the program and introducing themselves. Two or three times dur- 
ing the semester, my students receive a paper, together with the assign- 
ment, from their partner. My students' assignment is to read the papers 
and respond in writing, taking special care to consider their decisions 
about how to respond in terms of their credo — their evolving beliefs 
about teaching and learning. As part of the exchange, high school stu- 
dents are asked to assess the usefulness and effectiveness of the re- 
sponses they receive. From this two-way exchange with high school 
students, the prospective teachers in my class write a research report 
on responding to student writing that becomes a significant part of their 
final course portfolio. 

Would I recommend that my university colleagues committed to 
teacher education try a stint of high school teaching? Yes, I would. De- 
spite my own difficulties, I have absolutely no regrets. Just this semes- 
ter I built on my earlier Princeton experience by creating a weeklong 
teaching exchange with a colleague at Sycamore High School in subur- 
ban Cincinnati. For three days here at Miami, Beth Rimer taught my class 
for prospective teachers, and for five days I taught her three sections of 
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sophomore English and one section of senior English. It was an enjoy- 
able and instructive experience for both of us and, I believe, for our stu- 
dents as well. 

But I have several suggestions for college professors who contem- 
plate moving up to the challenges of high school teaching: 

1. The earlier in your career, the better. I may have started a bit 
late at age fifty-seven. 

2. Try to teach first semester rather than second: it's easier to es- 
tablish positive relationships with students at the beginning 
rather than the middle of a yearlong course. 

3. Try not to teach a second-semester class of graduating seniors, 
especially if your course is not required for graduation. 

4. Try for balance in your teaching schedule. Make sure you're 
working with at least some of the school's best and most highly 
motivated students. 

5. Try for a reduced teaching load. I taught four courses at 
Princeton instead of the usual five and it still nearly killed me, 
in part because of my continuing university responsibilities: 
committee assignments, letters of recommendation, thesis ad- 
vising, and the like. 

6. Lower your expectations — not for your students but for your- 
self. 

7. Try to do what student teachers do: teach your first few classes 
with an experienced high school teacher as your observer and 
mentor. Meet afterward to have your teaching critiqued and 
to ask hard questions about class management and course con- 
tent. What a difference there is between sitting at the back and 
standing at the front of a class! 

8. Try to be prepared for the roller-coaster ride of your career. 

Hang on for dear life! 

In the final pages of "Spring" from Walden, a celebration of life as 
experiment and renewal, Henry David Thoreau writes, "We need the 
tonic of wildness." Without wildness, Thoreau says, without the "un- 
explored forests and meadows" that surround us, "our village life would 
stagnate" (255). I went from Miami University to Princeton High School 
because I wished not to stagnate but to experience a different and per- 
haps wilder kind of teaching and learning. I was not disappointed. 
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2 A Teacher Exchange 
That Changed Teachers 

Ron Fortune 

Illinois State University 

Claire Lamonica 

Illinois State University 

Janice Neuleib 

Illinois State University 

When six teachers from different levels work in each other's classrooms, 
changes occur — and continue to influence their teaching years later. 

I llinois State University's English department has long been commit- 
ted to interactive work with teachers of English throughout the state. 
ISU has a history of "articulation" with (in the manner of one joint in 
the body being articulated with another) and connections to teachers. 
These connections have sought to improve the teaching of English 
through better understanding of how college connects to high school 
and high school to the junior, middle, and elementary schools. This kind 
of articulation fits with the basic tenets of the National Writing Project, 
which stresses that teachers must teach teachers, rather than professo- 
rial "experts" telling educators how schools should function and what 
classrooms should do. When university faculty meet and work with 
teachers on their own terms in their own worlds, these interactions 
emphasize that everyone is learning from everyone else. 

To describe all the history of this articulation at ISU would be 
beyond the scope of this essay; thus one particular project will illustrate 
the kinds of projects that are ongoing in this program. This project in- 
volved an extensive teacher exchange between a high school, a com- 
munity college, and the university. Readers may find that this project 
provides an outline for similar work and suggestions for improvement 
on the original model. 

In 1964, Illinois State University's English department began to 
host a spring conference for high school English teachers, calling the 
meeting the Heads of Illinois Secondary English Departments (HISED). 
The spring meeting consistently attracts between two and three hun- 
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dred teachers a year, and each year it continues to offer teachers a chance 
to meet, talk, listen, and plan. HISED became a vital part of the English 
department's yearly activities. This conference quickly led to work with 
teachers around the state on a variety of projects. In 1983 the articula- 
tion effort at ISU led to faculty involvement with a state task force that 
was formed to investigate student writing skills in the state. The com- 
mittee included several schoolteachers as well as faculty members from 
ISU and culminated in a special issue of the Illinois English Bulletin, an 
NCTE affiliate journal, which stressed the need for teachers and uni- 
versity faculty to work together to improve instruction (Neuleib 1983). 
The outcome of that recommendation for ISU was an NEH grant that 
detailed a new kind of college-school articulation. 

The Teaching Exchange 

In 1982 Ron Fortune proposed an NEH grant that would build on the 
work of the state task force and on the experiences Jan Neuleib had had 
while teaching a writing class in a local high school. Ron proposed an 
NEH project that would put university professors and high school and 
community college teachers in the classroom together. Everyone in the 
project co-taught in both his or her own classrooms and in one another's 
classrooms. The account of the grant and its outcomes is chronicled in 
Ron and Jan's essay in the 1986 MLA volume School-College Collabora- 
tive Programs in English; the purpose of the essay here is to give specific 
advice on how others might replicate and elaborate on that experience. 
The plan for the grant included the college teachers working with three 
high school teachers and one community college teacher, one each teach- 
ing high school sophomores, juniors, seniors, and first-year community 
college students. In the first semester, the high school teachers and com- 
munity college teacher co-taught in Ron's and Jan's first-year univer- 
sity composition courses. The process was then reversed the following 
semester. Thus two teachers participated every day in every classroom. 

In the summer before the project began, the four teachers (Patsy 
Fortune from University High School, the sophomore teacher; Kay 
Parker from Normal Community High School, the junior teacher; Linda 
Lienhart from Bloomington High School, the senior teacher; and Edwina 
Jordan from Illinois Central College, the first-year community college 
teacher) met with the two college professors (Ron and Jan) to plan les- 
sons, practices, and general approaches to this new kind of classroom. 
The group agreed that each teacher would be the lead teacher in his or 
her own classroom but that students would understand that both teach- 
ers were to be involved in all classroom activities. 
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In the fall of 1983, the high school and community college teach- 
ers came to the composition classrooms of ISU. Writing instruction was 
changing radically in those early days. A move toward computer tech- 
nology was about to take place at ISU, and a strong emphasis on argu- 
ment and revision in the writing classroom was being implemented. The 
high school teachers and community college teacher brought precon- 
ceptions about the differences between their students and the univer- 
sity students into the composition classrooms. For the most part, the 
teachers were not surprised by the lack of change between high school 
and the first semester of college, but they also noted that students were 
more likely to take responsibility for their work and to initiate requests 
for help both in and outside of the classroom. 

Through their experiences in the ISU composition classrooms, the 
secondary teachers and community college teacher learned exactly what 
their students would be facing in a four-year college first-year writing 
course. When they went back to their own classrooms, they no longer 
approached their students with their own memories of college or with 
an image of college writing gleaned from college texts or from college 
writing-class materials. They took back to their students a firsthand 
account of what university writing would be like. They also could pick 
and choose among the practices they had helped implement in the uni- 
versity composition courses to enrich their high school and community 
college classrooms. 

In the spring of 1984, Jan began to teach with Patsy and Kay at 
their high schools one hour a day at each school, five days a week. Ron 
taught with Linda and Edwina at their schools. Ron and Jan were spon- 
sored by the NEH grant for two classes each and supported for travel 
in order to meet the teaching demands of the exchange. Classroom 
management worked smoothly, both teachers in each classroom empha- 
sizing a student-centered classroom with teachers and students work- 
ing in groups for both writing and literature instruction. The sophomore 
and senior high school classes and the first-year community college 
classes were writing courses, whereas the junior class was a Shakespeare 
course with heavy emphasis on writing. 

Jan had taught high school in the sixties, but Ron had never taught 
at the secondary level. The students' exuberance and energy may have 
been the greatest shock for both of these longtime college professors. 
At the time of the exchange, Jan had been teaching for nearly twenty 
years and Ron for over ten. Both had long forgotten the feel of a high 
school class. Jan once commented that she awakened each morning to 
pray that Patsy would never be ill, leaving her alone with the sopho- 
mores. These students exploded each day with questions, comments. 
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and new ideas — a great experience, but a noise level far beyond that of 
a college class. 

That spring many new lessons developed. The concept of "pro- 
cess" was just emerging in the college composition field, but in high 
school it was pretty much unheard of, and group work was not the 
norm. This project gave all the teachers a chance to ask students to re- 
vise and rethink their work. Students worked together in groups to ac- 
complish these tasks and found that they developed new attitudes to- 
ward reading and writing in a more involving and vibrant classroom. 
After the project ended, the high school teachers continued with the 
practices and offered workshops on the student-centered classroom to 
other teachers. 

The spring semester's work was strongly informed for all the 
participants in the project by the work of the fall semester. Ron and Jan 
returned to their college classrooms to see their students through dif- 
ferent eyes after experiencing the stress, excitement, and demands of 
high school. They knew firsthand what their first-year students had 
experienced before coming to university. They also knew how much 
these students did not know. Debates about teaching grammar or revi- 
sion or group projects became livelier after Jan and Ron experienced 
these issues at work in the high school classroom. They also realized 
the difference between teaching writing in circumstances in which most 
of the students have been in the same classes for as long as three and a 
half years, and teaching a first-year writing course, in which students 
barely know one another, especially in the fall semester. 

In addition, Ron and Jan brought their experiences to the writing 
instructors at the university, stressing a need to understand the devel- 
opmental levels of students in college writing classes. Ron has gone on 
to chair the English department, but not before spending three years 
working with a new general education plan for the university, a plan 
informed by his experiences with the developmental processes of stu- 
dents across grade levels. Jan directs the writing programs at the uni- 
versity and has applied the experiences of the exchange to the improve- 
ment of writing instruction. 

For their part, local high school students approached college with 
far more knowledge of revision practices than any other students at- 
tending college in those days. And the four teachers in the exchange, 
as well as the other teachers in their schools, benefited from the exchange 
because the teachers were committed as part of the project to work with 
others in their schools to give them a picture of the exchange experience. 
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This exchange experience led to a deep understanding of the prac- 
tice and theory at work at each level of teaching writing and literature. 
The MLA essay notes that "each pair of teachers had to determine the 
level and thinking and writing development characteristic of their stu- 
dents and to find ways of cultivating students 7 writing abilities so that 
the students 7 thinking and writing would mutually enhance one an- 
other 77 (Fortune and Neuleib 116). The group met regularly to under- 
stand the kinds of intellectual development they were seeing in the stu- 
dents in all these classes and levels. These meetings helped teachers to 
"articulate the common set of curricular principles they had agreed on 
in earlier phases of the project." In the summer of 1984, the group of 
teachers met to further refine the curricular principles they had devel- 
oped in this long and intense co-teaching project. 

Several positive changes resulted from this first NEH project in 
central Illinois; teachers learned to modify their teaching in a variety of 
ways (Fortune and Neuleib 117): 

■ using problem-solving assignments to engage students 

■ using rhetorical contexts to enliven writing assignments 

■ teaching discovery and revision in writing activities 

■ emphasizing rhetorical choices at all stages of composing 

These changes may seem self-evident in light of current composition 
theory, but for the teachers in 1984, many of these strategies were new 
and challenging, especially as represented at various grade levels. These 
teachers began to emphasize the teaching of revision in high school long 
before anyone asked questions about how to keep peer groups on task 
or how to help students understand major revisions in thought and 
structure. The long-term results of this project have been many — for 
example, Linda, who taught the senior class in this early NEH project, 
recently presented at the Illinois State Writing Project with one of her 
students who had just published his own book, developed in one of her 
high school writing classes. This project has also led to many others for 
the ISU English department. 

Expansion of Articulation 

Linda and her student writer and co-presenter represent just one of the 
effects of that early exchange. Ron and Jan used their experiences in the 
teacher exchange to plan and implement a three-year NEH grant that 
asked teachers to teach literature and writing by using manuscripts and 
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various editions and versions of published texts. Beginning in 1987, ISU 
brought forty Illinois high school teachers to campus each summer for 
three years to develop new ways of teaching. The intriguing follow-up 
on this summer activity was a series of workshops presented in the 
teachers' schools in which the project supervisors (Ron and Jan) par- 
ticipated. These schools varied from tiny outposts in the far western side 
of Illinois, such as Hamilton Junior High School in Hamilton, popula- 
tion around eight thousand, to schools in Chicago such as Percy Julian 
on the near West Side, an overcrowded and struggling inner-city school. 

Several publications evolved from these institutes. A series titled 
Literature and Writing, cosponsored by NEH and ISU and edited by Ron, 
included papers and lesson plans developed by the teachers. In 1992 
Jan edited a special number of the Illinois English Bulletin that described 
the series of institutes and presented eleven essays by participating 
teachers. These included such titles as "Reconstructing the Writer's Pro- 
cess Narrative Revision in H. G. Wells' Fin De Siecle Vision: The Time 
Machine" by teacher Mary Peters and institute researcher Ruth Fennick; 
"Studying the Effect of Change: Student Interaction with Alternate Ver- 
sions of Jack London's 'To Build a Fire'" by Elaine Dion, junior high 
teacher from Hamilton, Illinois; and "Using the Manuscripts of Poe's 
"The Raven'" by high school teacher Lucy Loper. 

Ruth, Elaine, and Jan went on to write three junior high textbooks 
using the manuscript materials. Elaine also wrote her doctoral disser- 
tation, "Integrating the Creative Processes of Published Writers into the 
Classroom," as a study of her students' work with the manuscripts in 
their junior high classroom, demonstrating how very young writers can 
learn about the complexities of total revision by comparing completely 
different versions of a story (London published a 1908 version of "To 
Build a Fire" that has a happy ending!). 

The Illinois State Writing Project 

The NEH institute on literature and writing was evaluated by Jim Gray, 
founder and director of the National Writing Project, who not only 
praised ISU's articulation activities but also insisted that the English 
department needed to establish a central Illinois site for the National 
Writing Project. In the summer of 1992, Jan and Ruth began the Illinois 
State Writing Project, now in its tenth year. Many of the teacher-leaders 
in the Writing Project are familiar faces from the teacher exchange and 
the NEH institute. Jean Wallace and Linda Lienhart from the first NEH 
summer group became first-summer members of the Writing Project. 
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Both have gone on to be leaders in their schools and in the state. Jean is 
currently president of the Illinois Association of Teachers of English, and 
both participated in the Spielberg-sponsored Shoah project for teaching 
the Holocaust held at Universal Studios. 

In 1996 Claire Lamonica, a former Writing Project fellow and 
doctoral candidate who was teaching in ISU's Laboratory Schools, 
joined ISU's writing programs staff as co-director. With one foot in the 
schools and one foot in the university, Claire was able to intensify re- 
cruitment efforts and identify additional ways in which the Writing 
Project could serve the area. One way was to sponsor a Young Writers 
Workshop for middle school students. 

The first of these workshops. Subscribe to Writing, was developed 
by five Writing Project fellows in the summer of 1999 and offered for 
the first time in the winter of 2000. The workshop attracted two dozen 
fifth, sixth, and seventh graders who worked with the staff (the teach- 
ers who had developed the program) to publish their own magazines 
in the ISU English department's state-of-the-art desktop publishing labs. 
The Subscribe to Writing workshop was offered again in the summer 
of 2000 and the winter of 2001, and each workshop ended with the stu- 
dents asking for more. As a result, the workshop leaders developed a 
second workshop. Page to Stage, offered for the first time in the sum- 
mer of 2001. 

Young writers blossom in the nurturing workshop atmosphere, 
and the Writing Project teachers are refreshed by the experience of work- 
ing with young writers who love what they are doing. 

NEH Revisited 

The NEH workshops came full circle in the summer of 1998 when the 
state NEH institute became a national institute and ISU hosted forty 
teachers from around the United States. Teachers once again produced 
curricula and papers using manuscripts, but this time they also worked 
with hypertext and Web pages. The workshops included experts on lit- 
erature and on Web-based literature projects. Teachers investigated 
writers such as Dickens, and the Web site for the Dickens Project, http:// 
humwww.ucsc.edu/ dickens, provided many opportunities to study 
manuscripts, editions, and critical perspectives. The teachers produced 
their owri plays on computer from short stories by Fitzgerald, wrote 
lesson plans on feminist fiction, and worked with multiple versions of 
short stories by writers such as Eudora Welty and Dorothy Parker. The 
entire institute was funded once again for the summer of 2001 with 
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Rodger Tarr and Ron as co-directors and Jan as teacher facilitator for 
the four-week institute. 



Where Articulation Begins and Ends 

This story began with a teacher exchange and moved on to more elabo- 
rate interactions, but the core activity was that first exchange among six 
people who were willing to commit a year to working intensely together. 
Many of us have continued to work together over the years. Kay is cur- 
rently involved as district leader for the Illinois Association of Teachers 
of English, the NCTE affiliate for the state of Illinois, now housed at ISU. 
Edwina has been an active participant in the Illinois State Writing Project 
and has continued as a teacher teaching teachers. Linda has been a 
strong teacher-leader in the Illinois State Writing Project and is currently 
a part of an even larger activity on the Shoah project with teachers from 
Illinois and California. 

The implication of these experiences is that teachers, universities, 
and colleges that want to work together should look for grants and other 
kinds of support that will encourage exchanges of all kinds. The first 
step will lead to more, and more kinds of, exchanges. Perhaps the best 
advice is to dream big but begin small. The day-to-day classroom ex- 
perience is vital to an understanding of what other teachers experience. 
Armed with that knowledge, all teachers will be far more effective at 
understanding one another and at understanding their students' devel- 
opment as readers and writers. 
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Modeling Collaboration 
for Preservice Teachers 



If we want to encourage teachers to collaborate across grade levels, 
where better to model such collaborations than in teacher education 
courses? The following chapters all describe situations in which high 
school and college teachers work together across grade levels in the 
presence of preservice teachers. Thus these projects have the dual ben- 
efit of sharing ideas among colleagues at different grade levels and 
modeling cross-grade collaboration for future teachers. 

In Chapter 3, Marguerite Quintelli-Neary describes the semester 
that she shared teaching responsibilities for a teacher education class 
with a high school teacher. This collaboration gave both Marguerite and 
her students a genuine look at what was happening in high school class- 
rooms. 

Chapter 4 catalogs Nancy Tucker and Leah Zuidema's experience 
of having Nancy's college seniors — all preservice teachers — respond to 
papers written by Leah's high school students. Besides creating a real 
audience (other than the teacher) for Leah's students, this exchange let 
Nancy's students put their newly acquired theory into practice as they 
wrote what they hoped would be helpful comments on "real" student 
papers. 

Chapter 5 also describes a project with multiple purposes. Stu- 
dents in Betsy Wilson's Teacher Cadet class — students considering 
majoring in education or a related field when they go to college — wrote 
a research-based paper on a topic in education, not for Betsy but for Tom 
Thompson, a college professor. Hence, in addition to researching and 
discussing topics in education, they also discussed college-level writ- 
ing. To add a student perspective on a cross-grade collaboration, this 
chapter consists of journal entries of both students and teachers. 
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3 It Takes More Than a 
Consortium 

Marguerite Quintelli-Neary 

Winthrop University 

When Marguerite (a university professor) invited Debbie (a high school 
teacher) to join her in team-teaching an English methods course, they 
discovered yet another forum in which having both high school and college 
perspectives could be valuable. The following essay describes and reflects on 
the various stages of their course — one in which they modeled cross-grade 
collaboration for preservice teachers. 



The Background: I’m Just a Girl Who Can’t Say “No” 

As a member of the university Teacher Education Committee and a li- 
aison between the College of Arts and Sciences and the College of Edu- 
cation at Winthrop University in Rock Hill, South Carolina, I am often 
asked to serve on subcommittees, to involve my department in projects 
that link the two domains, or to try out something new in my own class- 
room. Generally, this happens right after a meeting session has ended 
and everyone else has left the room, and mainly because I am usually 
scrambling to put my notebooks together after patiently hearing out 
somebody else's newest research project or most tedious complaint. 
That's how Tended up on the Curriculum Committee; it's how I was 
persuaded to sweet-talk members of my department into joining the 
Technology Learning Community; and (three is the magic number here) 
it's how I ended up taking on a collaboration that I will always be thank- 
ful for. After a late spring 2000 meeting, one from which I was hurrying 
away, the new dean of education turned around to ask me if I would 
consider inviting a practitioner from the language arts field into my 
English methods class. Principles of Teaching English in Middle and 

Secondary Schools. I groaned inwardly. Not me . . . not again I can't 

take on one more commitment. So I said "yes," of course. I said I would 
think about it. 

Once you've agreed to consider a proposal, you're as good as com- 
mitted, and sure enough, the next time we met, the dean asked if I would 
still carry out the plan, adding that a math education supervisor was 
also amenable to the idea (nothing like referring to a willing and coop- 
erative colleague to cement the deal). I figured I had no choice at this 
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point, so I began to ask questions about how much control I would re- 
tain over the course, what portion of class time would be allotted to the 
newcomer to the classroom, and how we would work out the logistics 
of meeting time and place. In the back of my mind, I already knew who 
would be the best candidate for this cooperative exercise: she was a 
teacher at Northwestern High School in Rock Hill, one who had recently 
been named Teacher of the Year and who had just done an exceptional 
job of mentoring one of my interns, a young woman named Erin who 
dazzled students and administrators alike and is now wowing her col- 
leagues in Benin, West Africa, as a member of the Peace Corps. I also 
reminded myself that the teacher had collaborated with this particular 
intern on an "Elements of Literature" study guide for her college prep 
students, an accomplishment that attested to her own cooperative spirit 
and willingness to incorporate the ideas of a fledgling teacher into an 
outline she would retain for future classes. She had a natural, relaxed 
manner with her own students, while at the same time expecting noth- 
ing but the best they could produce. Now all I had to do was ask her, 
hope that she was interested and that her principal would agree to let 
her participate in the partnership, and negotiate a respectable hono- 
rarium for her efforts. I was also banking on the fact that our friend- 
ship, which I considered to be collegial, would facilitate the collabora- 
tion. I had been her instructor in a graduate course on Communications 
in the Workplace a few years back, prior to working with her as a men- 
tor teacher in my program. I knew we could work well together and 
that we shared many educational philosophies, but that during the 
course we would probably discover points at which we held differing 
views on pedagogy. But my hasty "yes" compelled me to invite her into 
what had hitherto been my world. 

Working Out the Details: I Get By with a Little Help from 
My Friends 

Debbie Koon, a master teacher, agreed to the team-teaching idea even 
before I got the whole request out of my mouth. It would be several 
months before I officially learned under what auspices we would spon- 
sor her: a grant titled "Partners for the Enhancement of Clinical Experi- 
ences." She was going up for National Board Certification in 2001; the 
timing was perfect. She wanted to know where student teachers came 
from and what we were doing at the university. I was in deep, but I 
quickly moved to negotiate a workable schedule for both of us: the class 
met once a week, on Tuesday, from 12:30 to 3:15, and Debbie was to re- 
quest that her planning period occupy fourth block (from 2:00 to 3:30), 
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with a late lunch period, so that she would have travel time and could 
reach our campus (five miles away), park (about another five miles of 
driving, mainly circling, at peak time in the afternoon), and work with 
us for the last portion of the seminar before heading back to her own 
high school campus. Unfortunately, Tuesdays were also her faculty 
meeting days, but her principal understood that she would occasion- 
ally be late because she had to stay after class at Winthrop now and then 
to deal with a student. The director of the Center for Pedagogy at 
Winthrop assisted with assigning Debbie's honorarium, ordering her 
copies of the textbooks (we use Christenbury's Making the Journey, Max- 
well and Meiser's Teaching English in Middle and Secondary Schools, and 
Wagner and Larson's Situations), and securing her a parking decal; my 
department chair, who supported the project enthusiastically, met her; 
and, finally, over the summer Debbie and I sat down to draft a sched- 
ule and syllabus. I watched as she jotted notes on a syllabus from the 
previous year and wondered how I had allowed myself to be put in a 
situation in which another professional would scrutinize my every pro- 
posal. I had to face a loss of control — an ironic touch, since I had always 
told my preservice teachers that teaching was not about control; it was 
about facilitating and letting the class take on a life of its own. With col- 
laboration there would be no place to hide; the class would be exposed 
for what it was, good or bad. But while there was no room left for ego, 
there was lots of space for trust in the notion that two heads could be 
better than one. Research shows that "alliances in school partnerships 
are less about 'highly structured working relationships, rules and man- 
dates' than they are about 'informal cooperation, shared values, and 
personal relationships'" (Poetter and Badiali 161). I had to trust in my 
intuition that we could both be flexible, that we shared many values, 
and that we would work well together, the way we sometimes click with 
committee members with whom we serve. 

We surveyed the composite results of the new syllabus we had 
crafted. The final draft of the document was incredible: with amazing 
diplomacy in the fusing of theory and practice, Debbie had tucked in 
some reality checkpoints and added a few assignments, as I clung to 
some ideas or projects that I could not (microlessons) or would not (col- 
laborative documents for interns in the field experience, a co-requisite 
for this course) let go, both of which she agreed belonged in the master 
plan. Finally, we agreed to get together once a week during the begin- 
ning of the semester to plan the following week's class, with the under- 
standing that we could manage it by telephone or e-mail as we became 
more comfortable with the arrangement. 
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What complemented the collaboration (although I am afraid, to 
this day, to ask the intern how she honestly felt about it) was Debbie's 
agreement to take on another English intern while team-teaching the 
class with me. This student would get to see her mentor on two differ- 
ent levels: as her mentor for the two-morning-a-week field experience, 
and as her professor on Tuesday afternoons. I deliberately selected an 
exceptionally strong student, Caroline, who appeared confident in both 
her content area and pedagogy, and Debbie and I noted that we would 
have to take care not to single her out in the methods course in any way 
when Debbie joined our class in progress each Tuesday. What served 
as confirmation that I had not committed an ethical or social transgres- 
sion was the announcement Caroline often made at the beginning of 
class that "Ms. Koon did the neatest thing today." The activity generally 
authenticated some theory we had just discussed, reminded us all that 
we were privileged to share in the expertise of this teacher, and reas- 
sured me that I was not a total moron for having invited this instructor 
into the class of thirteen preservice teachers (my lucky number). 

Tuesday’s Plans: Day by Day 

I introduced the student interns — a group that included both under- 
graduate and graduate students — to my new cohort the first day of class, 
having announced that she would be joining us right after the break 
(hoping that she wouldn't make a liar out of me). We had gone over 
instructions for the collaborative document, an elaborate piece of pa- 
perwork that I require students to complete with their mentors in the 
field, in which they set forth discipline plans, project teaching goals, 
compare pedagogical philosophies, and discuss their expectations of 
each other. Students also get to talk about very basic needs such as the 
location of the faculty restroom and telephone protocol. This discussion 
sets them up as professionals who demand equal respect from the pub- 
lic school students in a slightly skewed experience, allowing the men- 
tor to jump in when signaled and defer to the intern when appropriate. 
I droned on and on about the clinical experience, what they should tol- 
erate, what they could not legally be asked to do. Finally, I assigned 
readings in the Maxwell and Meiser text and set up some role-play ex- 
ercises from Situations right before our brief midclass break. Some stu- 
dents followed me right down to my office (refusing to acknowledge 
the break), and we all returned to find a smiling face awaiting us in the 
classroom. Debbie had taken a seat at the seminar table and was grinning 
from ear to ear. She looked happy to be at Winthrop, and the students 
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seemed equally happy to encounter someone who looked less worried 
than I was looking the day before they were to set out for their teaching 
assignments. They pelted her with questions about her teaching career, 
and she answered every one. It was a moment of bonding and accep- 
tance, and I didn't interrupt, except to emphasize the qualities that made 
Debbie one of the finest teachers in our consortium. 

By our second meeting, I realized that I would have to space out 
class presentations such as the role-plays and forthcoming oral reports, 
as well as the videotaped microlessons, so that Debbie could always hear 
or see at least one. The students complied without complaining, which 
is unusual, since they nearly always want to get performances over with 
as early in the class period as possible. Debbie corroborated my meth- 
odology as we watched them work out situations in which a teacher 
had to defend a grade, confront a sports star who shirked responsibili- 
ties in English class, or deal with a student who had downloaded a re- 
search paper from a computer. She reaffirmed the importance of docu- 
menting events, eliciting the support of colleagues and administrators 
(particularly in alerting them before disaster struck), and building in 
check systems so that students could not plagiarize without putting in 
more effort than the original assignment required. But it was through 
her anecdotal approach that they discovered the value of the theories; 
therefore, we decided to divide class time into exercises that introduced 
theory (my lecture and discussion), exploration (their projections of 
what could or should occur), and practice (Debbie's reports of what 
worked and what failed in the real classroom). There were days when 
such a format took on a Siskel and Ebert quality: "I agree with Dr. Neary 
completely," she would nod, or, "That's not exactly what happened in 
my classroom." Discrepancies, however, did not undercut the value of 
theory or discussion; they reminded the interns of the open-ended qual- 
ity of so many pedagogical issues, and that what worked in one sce- 
nario will not necessarily work in another. 

As I introduced the teaching principles we consider best practice 
in the twenty-first century, I envisioned Debbie's classroom (which, 
fortunately, I could authenticate through the intern, Caroline, who was 
placed there two days a week), one in which the walls were covered 
with student-painted illustrations of great works of literature (occasion- 
ally life-size pictures), in which desks were arranged differently each 
time you entered the room, and where a small Zen fountain emitted 
soothing sounds all day long. She spoke of the low-ability student who 
took charge of keeping the fountain's water supply constant (even if he 
couldn't write very well); she told the interns why she always requested 
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a challenged group of students each year, even though she taught AP 
English, and admitted there were days she could barely handle some 
of the discipline problems (heightened by a student whose Tourette's 
syndrome was not responding to medication). This revelation enhanced 
our discussion of ability grouping, tracking, and the current movement 
toward untracking; further, it proved to everyone that teachers are hu- 
man beings who suffer from frustrations and learn from their own ex- 
periences. Only when teachers refuse to share those experiences does 
learning not take place. Caroline burst into class one day with the hor- 
ror story of a female student who "outed" her own sexual abuse in the 
course of a discussion about a character who endured similar treatment, 
noting that Ms. Koon "handled it exactly the way we were taught, de- 
flecting attention from the student and bringing the entire class back to 
the text." I couldn't have been more pleased, even though I grieved for 
that student. 

Finally, it was time for Debbie to present entirely new material to 
the group, whose trust and respect she had secured in the first few weeks 
of class. We talked about parent and community involvement, and, be- 
cause the community newsletter requirement on the syllabus was 
Debbie's idea and a new component of the course, I asked her to ex- 
plain the reasoning behind this document, for we were asking the stu- 
dents to create their own original artifact, one that incorporated activi- 
ties that were going on in their own classrooms. She provided models, 
spoke about the impact of the newsletters, and explained how the con- 
cept created an interactive learning environment. One student was so 
taken by the assignment that she continued generating a biweekly news- 
letter for the remainder of the semester. Debbie and I designed a rubric 
for the assigned newsletter and graded the submitted pieces colla- 
boratively, adding positive comments to especially creative works. The 
students recognized the difference between mediocre and superior 
newsletters (although they had all received training in technology, some 
of them implemented visuals and special formats more than others), and 
they respected the final evaluation arrived at by both of their professors. 
Students were also reminded that rubrics were not just theoretical de- 
vices but real, working measures of the quality of their work. Grades 
were not determined in an arbitrary manner. And the fact that Debbie 
fished out rubrics she had used with her applied English and AP stu- 
dents (to show range and adjustments) further persuaded them that we 
were not dealing with the abstract. 

As mentioned earlier, it can be an ego-threatening experience to 
invite another teacher into your classroom as a collaborator, and I am 
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reminded of the dilemma that so many mentors face when their student 
interns prepare to leave the school and graduate, when the middle 
school or high school students must have "the old teacher" back again. 
It is fun for students to have a fresh, new face in the classroom, the pleas- 
ant countenance of someone who is new to an experience and / or does 
not live at the school every day. Maybe we could all use a dose of that 
reality now and then; I know that when I guest lecture at local schools, 
the students are often all ears simply because I am different and new — 
and "not the regular teacher." But if that part-time status is part of the 
magic, why not utilize it to maximize interest and participation? And if 
the knowledge students acquire and lifelong learning are part of the 
package, then I suggest that a university supervisor give this opportu- 
nity serious consideration. 

An area of knowledge with which I was admittedly only some- 
what familiar was the set of district standards under which high school 
teachers — and thus the interns — would be operating. While I had al- 
ways discussed NCTE, IRA, and South Carolina state standards and 
their application to the material, as well as examined pacing guides to 
show students where the curricular standards were met, I had shied 
away from the demands of the district. Our plans had already become 
riddled with "bullets" that enumerated how goals were reached; les- 
son plans were beginning to look more like the products of robots and 
less like the efforts of caring and creative planners. It seemed too much 
to overwhelm new interns with multiple standards at the same time that 
we were introducing them to the ADEPT (Assisting, Developing, and 
Evaluating Professional Teaching) system by which their teaching 
would be measured. But when Debbie sent me a packet of "essential," 
"expected," and "extended" skills to which our interns would be held 
accountable if they taught in the Rock Hill School District, it was time 
to take a hard look at these goals. When we examined the charts and 
realized that ninth graders were required to be able to explain the in- 
fluence of historical context on a poem's form, we knew that a teacher 
could be held accountable for this skill, and that the broader goals we 
had located in NCTE and state documents were very generous com- 
pared to these expectations. Debbie calmly explained to us that teacher 
accountability was increasing exponentially, that her principal had in- 
formed his faculty that actual teachers' names would appear next to 
students' standardized test scores in the near future. No one in the 
Winthrop English methods class could argue that we were not prepar- 
ing them for reality; it was simply a matter of how much of that reality 
they could handle before they bailed out. 
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But because that was neither Debbie's goal nor mine, we used this 
information to show students how they might create exercises to pre- 
pare their future students for high-stakes tests such as the dreaded PACT 
(Palmetto Achievement Challenge Test), how they could teach vocabu- 
lary and grammar contextually without fudging, and finally how they 
could avail themselves of opportunities to teach students of all learn- 
ing styles through technological advances, thereby accommodating 
challenged students. Debbie modeled how she managed to teach The 
Crucible to both her college preparatory and applied English classes, ad- 
justing the amounts of oral reading and the demands of writing assign- 
ments to the needs of each group. We looked at the level of skills each 
activity met according to Bloom's taxonomy and reasoned that curricu- 
lar objectives could be met differently with students of varying ability 
levels. Even though I trek into the schools on a daily basis in the spring 
(biweekly during the fall semester) and am aware of which novels, plays, 
short stories, and language arts skills are being taught from grades 7 to 
12, 1 could not begin to explain how teachers manage to write out short- 
term and long-term goals that meet the objectives concisely and clearly, 
as they are forced to do every day. But having a real practitioner in the 
classroom who has just refashioned or tailored a lesson on The Giver for 
an inclusion class, one who can explain what worked or did not, adds 
a new dimension to any teaching methodology course. 

These strategies apply to limited English proficient (LEP) and 
English as a second language (ESL) students as well. Because there has 
been an influx of Hispanic students in York County, one that can be at- 
tributed both to the growing number of agricultural workers who have 
stayed on and placed their children in the public schools and to the 
general diversity we are experiencing as part of the greater Charlotte 
area, we have seen an increased need for bilingual assistance. Debbie, 
of course, had already experienced this phenomenon firsthand, remind- 
ing the students again that the role-play (in this case, on the ESL stu- 
dent) was not about theory, but about a very real issue. Consequently, 
she suggested that we invite her district coordinator for ESL, Patty Gar- 
rison, to Winthrop and graciously offered to arrange having her as a 
guest speaker. Patty's presentation was not only supportive and encour- 
aging but also heartfelt and downright emotional. By the end of her talk, 
at least five students were crying (this is not normally one of my goals); 
I remained dry-eyed out of sheer stubbornness. She ended up leaving 
the students with a list of pointers about teaching non-native speakers, 
some district sources, and her personal telephone number. But we were 
able to benefit from Patty's talk mainly because Debbie enjoyed such a 
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positive working relationship with this incredible woman. Once again, 
the collaboration proved that shared values were more important than 
formalities, that networking yielded more sources for preservice teach- 
ers than many official leads. 

And it is often networking that prompts student interns to work 
even harder than they ordinarily do; there is a sense of co-conspiracy, 
that "we are in this together," which they can share with the public 
school practitioner but not the university supervisor. As we played 
Christenbury's variables game, in which students predict the outcome 
of a particular lesson according to class demographics, grade level and 
ability grouping, and time of year and lesson topic, they searched 
Debbie's face for approval of their projections. Such reliance surfaced 
again when one of the students delivered her ten-minute oral report on 
censorship and teacher accountability. We had talked about character 
education, teaching ethics, and consistency, but the introduction of the 
topic that could cost a teacher her or his job — censorship — was the lit- 
mus test for the classroom professional. It was Katie who stumbled into 
this rugged terrain and took the challenge; she would be the one to 
spearhead the Winthrop NCTE student affiliate's marathon reading of 
banned, challenged, and censored books. But her short talk about book 
banning set off a discussion not only of what can happen when you teach 
a required text that has been challenged at some point (as witnessed in 
Debbie's tale of her three-hour "trial" in a closed boardroom with at least 
a dozen scowling faces when she taught Their Eyes Were Watching God 
in AP English), but also of what a teacher can do to prevent a fiasco. 
Debbie showed the interns how she prepares rationales for parents 
during Open House Night, how she explains to them why their chil- 
dren are reading literature that has been challenged, and how she points 
out the significance of the literature she teaches. Once again Debbie 
demonstrated, through real-life experience, how preparation such as 
documenting can help a teacher avoid potential problems; unlike some 
of the old yams I dredge up from "when I taught high school" (now seem- 
ingly a century ago), her anecdotes are more useful than entertaining. 

Having a public school teacher co-teach the seminar also assisted 
with exercises on question framing and assessment. We had always 
talked about authentic assessment — student-designed tests, artistic ren- 
derings of literary interpretations, the portfolio — but here was a practi- 
tioner who actively used the portfolio in her classroom and who pro- 
vided sample rubrics from her AP English portfolios for us to peruse, 
critique, and adapt. She shared copies of formal essay and objective tests 
as well and provided feedback to students on their unit plan assessments 



32 



Modeling Collaboration for Preservice Teachers 



(the graduate students were responsible for both methods and materi- 
als and formal assessment of the thematic unit). Debbie and I collabo- 
rated on the grading of the unit plans as a whole, and it was uncanny 
how often we both were struck by a well-executed idea, as well as by 
an activity that suffered from overkill or simply did not fit in. Because 
once again the students knew that four eyes would be reviewing their 
small-group generated unit plans (I had grouped them according to 
grade levels they would be working with in the spring, so that, for ex- 
ample, eighth-grade interns could all use parts of a plan that included 
a study of Anne Frank and the Holocaust), they were more thoughtful 
than previous groups had been about designing these units. Many of 
these students have since come back to "borrow" pages from their units 
so they could implement them in their own classrooms. 

The microlessons, at least half of which were viewed by Debbie, 
were self-reviewed, peer-reviewed, and graded by both Debbie and me, 
following a rubric that mandated that each intern address one special- 
needs student in a ten- to fifteen-minute lesson. I held the video cam- 
era and watched the performances more closely after class, when I no 
longer had to worry about telescoping the lens and shooting close-ups; 
Debbie observed them from the seminar table, taking notes and confer- 
ring with me after the lessons were shot. By the time everyone had as- 
sessed each lesson, there was scarcely any need to determine its final 
grade; the strengths and weaknesses jumped out at us. 

One of the most creative grading strategies I have been able to 
build into this course grew out of our collaboration. This is not the sort 
of class that lends itself to a traditional essay exam, and we knew that 
the interns would be completing portfolios for their writing pedagogy 
and education capstone courses (and I can't endorse capstoning them 
to death). Debbie suggested that we try out an oral exam for which they 
could prepare in pairs, one that focused on key topics we had covered 
in the course. She had used this technique successfully in her AP En- 
glish class and was willing to give it a shot with college students. We 
decided to have them pick topics randomly from index cards and then 
prepare to speak for ten minutes (using only small note cards for 
prompts); we narrowed down the topics to the broad categories of Best 
Practice, Lesson Planning, Classroom Ethics and Management, Assess- 
ment and Accountability, and Tracking and Ability Grouping. It oc- 
curred to us that familiarity with these topics and the presentation for- 
mat would eventually come in handy when the students prepared for 
job interviews. We had to arrange for Debbie to spend two full hours 
with us on exam day. Again, her principal was agreeable to the idea and 
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supportive of her participation in this culminating exercise. On our 
scheduled exam day, the students waited nervously in the hall, filing 
in as we called their names, to deliver reports that highlighted the main 
ideas of their topics and explicated them as thoroughly as possible. We 
took notes and conferred two evenings later in order to arrive at an exam 
grade, as well as to come up with a final grade for each student in the 
course. We were within five points with most students, arguing a B up 
to a B+ or an A down to an A-, but never far apart on any members of 
the class. 

Debbie came to know many of the students quite well, getting 
involved in their personal teaching situations and following up on the 
major and minor crises they reported on Tuesday afternoons. Even 
though she was working full time with Caroline during spring semes- 
ter, Debbie was still not too busy to ask about another intern's progress. 
I wish she could have seen them all teach. We both said "yes" rather 
spontaneously to a scary proposition and found out that some "yeses" 
are more equal than others. 

Follow-up: We’ve Only Just Begun 

From my perspective, the collaboration was a win-win situation, even 
though I had balked, mentally, at the original suggestion. At the same 
time, it would be unfair to recommend a venture like this to other edu- 
cators without warning them about the extra time it entails. Count on 
several lunch and dinner meetings from start to finish. And there are 
always attitude challenges. Be prepared for bemused looks from a few 
colleagues, who likely think you're trying to lighten your own workload, 
or who may shrink at the sight of a public school teacher in the role of 
college professor. Experiments like this do occur in the College of Edu- 
cation (where they have teachers-in-residence and laboratory preschool 
set-ups), but they are rare in the College of Arts and Sciences. 

It would also be unwise to invite to collaborate with you a prac- 
titioner — even one you respect and admire — with whom you do not 
have a good rapport or with whom you cannot share a laugh. It is vital 
that you maintain your sense of humor and prepare yourself for the 
unexpected. Students quickly pick up on the subtlest discrepancies or 
differences of opinion. If you lead them to question a particular aspect 
of the curriculum (e.g., the. sometimes artificial or forced link between 
literature and technology in applied communications classes), only to 
find that your team teacher couldn't agree more with the prevailing 
practice and doesn't see why you have a problem with it, your best 
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course of action is probably to acknowledge the clash of ideas, turn the 
matter over to the students, and allow them to analyze the situation and 
formulate their own theories. They will eventually be working with 
colleagues with whom they occasionally disagree but can still maintain 
collegial relationships, so it is not necessarily a bad thing for them to 
witness some disagreement. Further, it is impossible to predict how 
another human being will react to something one of your students does 
or says; it is best to let go of the notion that these are exclusively your 
students, for they are now being taught and assessed by two profession- 
als. I caught myself more than once referring to "my" girls (the semi- 
nar group was, oddly, 100 percent female during this collaboration), only 
to quickly correct myself and let go of the proprietary notion. 

If ownership is a quality we want to build into the students' sense 
about material they have mastered, it is certainly not one we wish to 
appropriate for course design. I thought I had observed far too much 
territorialism to engage in the obnoxious practice myself; inviting a 
professional who views the material you teach from a related yet dif- 
ferent perspective is a healthy way to avoid turf wars while improving 
what you have long considered a wonderful creation. 

As for my team teacher, I can only try to capture her thoughts on 
the experience the best I can. She has indicated to me that this trial se- 
mester opened up a new teaching world to her and that she is consid- 
ering entering a doctoral program, a notion that had previously daunted 
her. The differences between the Winthrop campus and her high school, 
Northwestern, underscored what she has been preparing her own stu- 
dents for over the past sixteen years. It was not a campus tour Debbie 
took, but a journey to the center of the college experience, one that made 
her privy to how we really operate once the classroom door is closed. 
She was amazed to discover that even college seniors and graduate stu- 
dents sometimes invent excuses for not being prepared for class and was 
gratified to learn that the preservice teachers were genuinely interested 
in pedagogical issues and in being able to offer their own students au- 
thentic learning experiences. Because of her solicited intrusion into the 
classroom, we both learned more about why these interns had chosen 
to enter the field of teaching (it wasn't the money) and what frustrated 
them most (it wasn't the hours). I consider it a major coup that most of 
them went on to complete the full-time student teaching semester, even 
after being exposed to the harsh realities of the teaching world. I can 
only surmise that it was helpful to hit them with the bad news first (e.g., 
class size issues) and the good news second (how to cope). Only two of 
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the original thirteen remained "out of rotation," and these two picked 
up student teaching the next fall. 

The students reported favorably on the enterprise; the course 
evaluations (which all faculty fear to some degree; if they say they don't, 
they're lying) reflected this, as they mentioned Debbie and spoke favor- 
ably of the team effort. Two members of the class, Lori and Katie, had 
agreed to take part in a panel that we proposed for a future NCTE con- 
ference. I had been told there was some travel funding built into this 
grant, and our four-member crew was eager to take the show on the 
road. The interns wanted to discuss how they profited from the part- 
nership; Debbie and I wanted to promote the concept so that other edu- 
cators, who might be intimidated by such an offer, could shed some of 
the anxiety and give it a try. 

Almost all of us made it to the 2001 NCTE Annual Convention in 
Baltimore; by then Katie was teaching at Booker T. Washington Middle 
School in Newport News, Virginia, so we all met via telephone, e-mail, 
and snail mail to plan our presentation, which included tapes from the 
ESL coordinator, who was able to address our class because of the part- 
nership. In the fall of 2001, 1 was fortunate to once again be able to offer 
a similar partnership to my interns. My department chair has already 
mentioned that we should think about building this partnership into 
our program so that when the grant money runs out the collaboration 
can continue. I have sent a letter to Debbie's principal, reminding him 
of the value of the work she has done on our campus, and will continue 
to support her collaboration with the university. 

Of course, I have already given thought to changes I would make 
in the collaboration the next time around. I need to make a conscious 
effort to be less controlling, to worry less about returning papers on time 
and more about the shared grading process. I also would like to build 
in some sort of office hour for my cohort so that students who may feel 
more comfortable talking to her have the opportunity to do so. Since I 
supervise students for the field experience while they are taking this 
methods course, it is entirely logical that they would want to seek her 
advice or consult with her on a teaching issue before they approach me. 

I wish we could alternate class meeting places, but our campus is more 
central to the schools at which the students intern than the high school. 
Moreover, I am generally rushing back to Winthrop midday after visit- 
ing an intern onsite the morning of the day we meet for class, so it would 
be difficult for me to relocate once again. 

I need to allow more time for reflection in the actual seminar: we 
hurried from topic to topic, often going beyond our allotted class time 



36 



Modeling collaboration for treservice leacners 



(though no one ever complained). Because I have an even larger group 
slated to take the course next year, I may have to trim presentation times 
just so that all students have opportunities to express their ideas. I en- 
joy starting each class with a "story of the day" from one intern, based 
on a public school experience, or, if no one is in a talkative mood, a 
prompt to which everyone responds briefly. I hate for my collaborator 
to miss these moments, yet I am thankful that she can get to campus as 
soon as she does. 

Each group of interns will have its own personality, and there is 
no guarantee that they will respond as positively to the team-teaching 
approach as the first group. But I am grateful that I was asked to try 
out this collaboration and that nobody ever asked me if I really knew 
what I was doing. Because I would have said "yes." 

Debbie’s Turn 

Following is a transcription of an interview I conducted with this very 
busy teacher shortly after she submitted materials for her National 
Board Certification, We recently learned, as our NCTE panel was pre- 
senting a report on our venture, that Debbie was one of those honored 
with the distinction of attaining National Board Certification. It seemed 
only fair to give her a chance to let us know what was going on from 
her perspective; I knew I had to take the risk of asking her about what 
really went on behind the scenes, even if it meant finding out that her 
assignment was more arduous than I had anticipated. 

Marg: Can you describe your initial reactions to the prospect of 
team-teaching an English methods course with me at 
Winthrop University? 

Debbie: While I was excited and honored about being asked, I 
was also anxious. My first thought was, "Can I do this? Am 
I competent enough to make a difference with these college 
students?" My gut reaction, however, said, "Go for it; I 
have a really positive feeling about collaborating with 
Marg. This is not an opportunity I can pass up!" 

Marg: How did you approach your principal about the project? 

Debbie: After making sure that my fall schedule would allow 
me to leave school early enough to team-teach the class, I 
saw my principal at school during the summer. My first 
words to him were: "I have a great opportunity to make a 
difference with mentoring interns, so please say 'yes.'" 

After we both chuckled, I told him about the offer to team- 
teach a methods class at Winthrop. As I suspected he 
might, he asked, "Deb, would your schedule here allow for 
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that?" He smiled; he knew I had already thought of that. 
He was totally supportive and often asked how the class 
was going and how I liked working on the college level. 

Marg: Did you share what you were doing with your own 
students? How did they respond? 

Debbie: Yes, I did share what I was doing at Winthrop. They, 
too, were supportive and actually impressed. I remember 
one student saying, "Wow, Ms. Koon, that's cool that 
you're teaching teachers." It worked out beautifully 
because one of the students in the methods class, Caroline, 
also came to my classroom two times a week for her field 
experience; therefore, she and I talked openly about our 
class experience at Winthrop. As I've learned over sixteen 
years, students take pride in their teachers' accomplish- 
ments. Once they know you're teaching college, they think 
you're smarter, more competent. Okay, so I'll accept that 
attitude. Ha! 

Marg: How about your colleagues? Were they supportive? 

Debbie: My colleagues were supportive, but they really had 
little to say at first. I'm sure there were the usual questions 
among themselves like "How did she get to do that?" or 
"How did she get approval to leave school early every 
Tuesday?" I guess, too, that I was modest in talking about 
the class because it was all still new to me, and each 
seminar was a learning experience for me. I didn't want to 
get too cocky because I was, in a sense, feeling my way 
with each class. What was really interesting, however, was 
that later on some of my colleagues approached me about 
passing some ideas to them about new strategies and 
methods. They began to ask, "How's that class with interns 
going?"; "Are you going to do this again?" Some of them 
said to me, "Deb, you're taking on something else in 
addition to National Board?" 

Marg: How did it feel to join the seminar every Tuesday 
afternoon? 

Debbie: I remember going to my first seminar class. I didn't 
know what to expect. What silly things went through my 
mind: Will I look professional enough? What am I going to 
say first? Will Marg think I'm the right choice after all? And 
then I walked into the classroom, as you were discussing 
some pedagogical issue. Okay . . . here goes. What a 
potpourri of women . . . future teachers ... so eager . . . 
and, yes, they all took some thoughtful moments to size me 
up a bit. As I was reviewing my adventurous and hectic 
day of teaching, I heard the welcoming laugh that says, 
"Yeah, we suppose you'll be okay . . . ; now start wowing 



O 

ERIC 



□ 



38 



Modeling collaboration for freservice leacners 



us, Ms. Koon." Each Tuesday was a risk for me, but I 
simply followed your lead and worked from a foundation 
of experience and common sense. Each seminar got better 
and better and the time flew by so quickly. The best part for 
me was my actual collaboration with you. I think we made 
a solid team, and the students knew it. What a relief, what 
a challenge, what fun! 

Marg: What impression do you think you made on the preservice 
English teachers? How could you tell? 

Debbie: I tried to be as honest as possible about the realities of 
teaching. And while I admired the students' eager and very 
idealistic attitudes about having their own classrooms, I 
wanted to establish myself as more than just a cheerleader. 

I must admit that I experienced some pleasure in reenact- 
ing some of the tougher moments in my sixteen years as an 
educator; I remember seeing some pretty wide eyes when I 
told them stories about unsupportive parents, confronta- 
tions in conference rooms about censorship issues, and 
disrespectful, aggressive teenagers. They needed to know, 
right up front, that stepping into a classroom brings many 
risks and fears, and just as many victories. Of course, what 
they did learn each class meeting was my commitment to 
teaching, my love for literature, and the art of communicat- 
ing with teenagers. After a few classes, I saw more nodding 
heads and heard more "What do you think about this idea, 
Ms. Koon?" The best clue, however, came from the students 
not wanting to leave at 3:15; they stayed after class to talk 
to us about this idea or that idea. I played my music 
especially loud on my rides home from that class. What a 
sense of worth, of accomplishment ... of relief for having 
completed yet another seminar class successfully. 

Marg : What surprised you most about our class? 

Debbie: I was surprised at the level of knowledge these stu- 
dents already had. There was some excellent "real world" 
stuff going on in their education classes. When I think back 
to my strategies and methods class, I can remember one 
thing: P.L. 94-142. These students talked theory and meth- 
ods, do's and don'ts continually. They were much more 
prepared than I had expected, so I could act as more of a 
facilitator and co-leamer who just happened to have 
sixteen years of experience! 

Marg: If you could change one thing about your involvement 
with the English methods partnership, what would it be? 

Debbie: This question is an easy one. I really wish I could 
attend the entire three hours of class. There were days 
when I came in and knew that I had just missed some 
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productive discussion or activity. I think I could have 
helped more of the individual students had I spent more 
time with them. 

Marg: What sort of response did you receive from your admin- 
istrators about your participation in the course? 

Debbie: The administration was super. My principal continu- 
ally asked about the class, and, knowing his high stan- 
dards, I was thrilled when he said to me, "I knew you 
would fall right into the flow. Winthrop certainly chose the 
right person." Patty Garrison, our language arts, foreign 
language, social studies, and ESL coordinator, was so 
excited when I asked her to come talk to the students about 
ESL issues. She still talks about what a good experience it 
was for her. 

Marg: How has this experience impacted your own teaching? 

Debbie: I don't know if all of you knew this, but each seminar 
was a lesson for me, too. Talking about the latest teaching 
methods influenced me to update and try new approaches. 

I also polished, adjusted, and reinforced my own attitudes 
toward the profession by collaborating on a weekly basis 
with a knowledgeable colleague and fourteen inquisitive, 
intelligent future teachers. I think more objectively now 
than I used to about handling touchy issues like censor- 
ship, parent conferences, tracking students with 
exceptionalities, and effective classroom management. 

After this collaborative experience, I feel much more "in the 
loop and updated on the world of teaching English. 
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Our Semester” 

Nancy S. Tucker 
University of Michigan-Flint 

Leah A. Zuidema 

Michigan State University 

When Nancy taught teacher preparation classes at Michigan State Univer- 
sity and Leah taught English at Byron Center High School, they developed a 
connected learning experience that they believed would be beneficial to 
Nancy's preservice teachers and to Leah's high school students. A detailed 
account of their separate and joint adventures follows. 



Nancy: Early in 1999, as I was designing a syllabus to teach a fall class 
that would prepare preservice English teachers to teach writing to sec- 
ondary students, an idea began to buzz in my head. I'd been teaching 
graduate classes in the Critical Studies in the Teaching of English pro- 
gram, in which most of the students were high school teachers or were 
planning to teach at the community college level. I'd also taught a num- 
ber of classes to college seniors, English majors and minors who were 
working on teacher certification. I kept reflecting on the texts we had 
used as part of our work in both of these programs. There was one con- 
stant refrain: authentic texts are tied to real reading and writing experi- 
ences. 1 

"Authentic texts," I found myself muttering. "Real learning ex- 
periences. We preach to our preservice teachers that they should incor- 
porate authentic texts and experiences into the classroom, but as teacher 
educators we have feet of clay. Why not try to make a change? Why not 
find real students to whom our preservice teachers might respond?" The 
more I thought about it, the better I liked the idea. But where was I to 
find a class with a teacher who would be open to the idea? I recalled a 
graduate class I had taught the previous semester in which we had rous- 
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ing discussions about authentic reading experiences, and Leah came to 
mind. I knew she taught high school, I knew her school had technol- 
ogy that might facilitate my students' access to her students' writing, 
and from our conversations in class, I knew her to be a dedicated teacher 
who was always looking for new ways to encourage her students. I 
thought she might be open to this idea. So I called her. 

Leah: Nancy's phone call was the exciting solution to a problem I had 
been thinking about since the spring. To complete an assignment for 
Nancy's course. I'd attended the 1999 Spring English Language Arts 
Conference at Michigan State University (MSU) (sponsored by the 
Michigan Council of Teachers of English and known colloquially as the 
Bright Ideas Conference). One session that had particularly interested 
me was Jill Van Antwerp's presentation, “Providing Audiences during 
the Writing Process." Since that time, I had been searching for authen- 
tic audiences for my student writers — for readers other than their 
teacher, for people who would take an interest in my students' writing 
without assigning grades. I wanted the act of communication itself to 
motivate my students; I wanted them to experience writing thrills that 
weren't related to grades. Nancy's proposal seemed to meet those needs, 
and I was eager to get involved. I never had any real doubts; my expe- 
rience as Nancy's student led me to believe that if she thought this 
project would be a good idea, she was probably right. As we talked more 
about it, I gained confidence that we could do this in a way that would 
be professional, as well as respectful of and helpful to my students. The 
factor that cemented my decision was the interest I was developing in 
teacher education; this project seemed like a natural way to connect my 
work with preservice teachers, so I was all the more eager to get started. 

The Procedure 

Nancy: Leah and I agreed that her students would write papers that my 
preservice teachers would then respond to. These papers would be re- 
turned to Leah, who would then distribute them to her students. Origi- 
nally, I had hoped we could do this by means of e-mail or a Web-sup- 
ported program designed at Michigan State called Interact; however, 
due to technical difficulties and privacy concerns, we couldn't manage 

that. Instead, we worked by means of the U.S. Postal Service's Priority 
Mail system. 

When I met with my preservice teachers, they were excited to find 
out that they would be working with the papers of “real students" who 
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were actually writing in response to a classroom assignment. Often, one 
of the complaints I had heard was that we were long on theory and short 
on the practical aspects of teaching writing. Even in simulations, we 
frequently had to resort to a carefully selected piece of work by a pur- 
ported student writer but taken out of the context in which it had origi- 
nally been written. My preservice teachers were particularly energized 
to realize that their comments might make a difference to some begin- 
ning writers. 

Leah: My students were wide-eyed when I first introduced the project 
to them. The room was very quiet, and it was obvious that the students 
were working hard to process what it might mean to write for an audi- 
ence other than their peer feedback groups and their teacher. After some 
silent hesitation, they started to ask questions: "So somebody else re- 
ally asked to read our papers? How many people will be looking at 
them? What if there aren't enough people to read all our papers? Are 
you going to mail just the best ones?" I assured my skeptical students 
that I wasn't the only one interested in their writing, that I would send 
every student's writing to Nancy's class, and that each of them would 
receive feedback from at least one preservice teacher. When the class 
period came to an end, I could see the pride on my students' faces and 
sense their unprecedented eagerness to start writing the essay I had 
assigned that day. 

The Byron Center High School (BCHS) students wrote drafts, 
workshopped in peer groups, and then revised and printed out two 
copies of their papers. The students were more conscientious than I d 
ever seen them about "getting it right," and I observed a significant 
increase in their efforts to solicit feedback from me and from each other. 
When the due date arrived, each student gave one copy to me for my 
written feedback and then wrote a letter to the readers at Michigan State 
and attached it to the second copy, which was labeled only with the 
writer's first name and the last name initial as a way to protect their 
privacy. In their letters, students briefly summarized their essays, re- 
counted the revisions they had already made, and listed questions and 
concerns they had about their papers. The letters had a twofold pur- 
pose: first, they were designed to help give the readers an orientation 
to the assignment and to each student's thoughts and concerns about 
his or her paper; and second, they provided my students an opportu- 
nity to think about the work they had done, as well as a chance to ask 
questions of their readers. (I required a similar document whenever stu- 
dents turned in papers to me; the students' reflections helped me to 
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gauge the writers' self-awareness of their texts' strengths and weak- 
nesses and to tailor my responses accordingly.) When we finished the 
letters, I gathered up all of the revised papers with their letters attached, 
included a copy of the assignment so that the readers had a context for 
their responses, and sent them to Nancy and her preservice teachers at 
MSU. Then we waited for replies. 

Nancy: Within a few days, the packet from Leah and her students at 
BCHS arrived. We had set aside class time for this work because I felt it 
was important to integrate the actual practice into the theory that we 
had been reading and discussing. My preservice teachers were excited 
and also a little nervous about "doing it right." We had been working 
in class on our own writing and responding to each other's papers, but 
this added a level of responsibility and seriousness to our responses. 
We talked about responding as interested readers, in a fashion similar 
to what they had been doing already in their own peer response groups. 
I asked them to do three things: (1) respond to the questions the writer 
had asked; (2) point out one or two strengths of the piece; and (3) make 
a suggestion or two regarding changes the writer could make — those 
suggestions could be in the form of questions they had as readers or of 
ideas for productive changes based on the fact that they had more writ- 
ing experience than Leah's students. I insisted that they be respectful 
of the student's work. 

To provide a general baseline for response, I picked two papers 
from the set Leah had sent and put them on transparencies so that we 
could all look at the same papers together and talk about what we saw 
in each piece of writing — the strengths, the weaknesses — and to model 
some responses aloud before we actually worked with writing responses 
to these papers. 

To combat the obvious problem that Leah's class and my class did 
not have the same number of students, we used two different strate- 
gies. The first time Leah sent a batch of papers I handed one out to each 
person in class, which left several papers without readers. When one of 
my students finished a paper, I asked him or her to take another so that 
we were certain that each paper had been read and responded to by at 
least one of our class members. As others in class finished reading and 
responding, they traded papers, so that the writers could have more than 
one reader responding to their work. 

The second batch of papers Leah sent was from a smaller class, 
so we divided into groups of three or four preservice teachers, and I 
distributed sets of papers to each group. My students had some choice 
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about how to make the groups work effectively, but they had to be cer- 
tain that each paper received a careful reading and a thoughtful response 
from at least one person. In practice, most of the preservice teachers 
responded thoroughly to two student writers, while some had the op- 
portunity to respond to three or four on each round of papers. An ad- 
vantage of the groups was that my students had other readers to share 
ideas with, to ask questions of, and to help them consider how to re- 
spond when they were unsure. Of course, I was also part of the response 
team, suggesting approaches and pointing out ideas they hadn't fully 
considered, trying to nudge them in appropriate directions. When we 
were finished, we bundled up the papers and mailed them back to Leah 
and her students. 

Leah: While I was waiting to get the papers back, Nancy and I some- 
times exchanged e-mails so that I was somewhat prepared for any is- 
sues or concerns that might arise when I returned the essays to my stu- 
dents. When the packet arrived, I redistributed the essays. If time per- 
mitted, I read the feedback before I turned the essays over to my stu- 
dents, but not always — unless, of course, Nancy had alerted me in ad- 
vance to a specific issue or one of my students requested that I read the 
comments. All of my students read with interest the responses they re- 
ceived. We then looked at examples of the feedback and discussed why 
it might differ from one reader to another — and, in some cases, from 
the feedback I had given them. 

We also talked about and modeled ways to discern which feed- 
back— in any writing situation— is the most useful. This became par- 
ticularly important in one situation in which a preservice teacher sub- 
stituted much of her own diction and syntax for that of the student 
writer. In this essay, my student's phrase "pretty much all she had" now 
read "the essence of her life," the student's "trying to kill Beowulf" be- 
came "avenging Grendel's death," and "she would just look at him" was 
converted to she glared at him." With the permission of the original 
author, I read excerpts from the paper aloud, asking the other students 
to indicate when they heard a word or phrase that didn't match the 
author's voice. This example helped my students establish a better un- 
derstanding of "voice" and its importance, and it was the springboard 
for a constructive conversation about what kinds of feedback are most 
helpful in peer response settings. 

A different type of feedback that was more common was exem- 
plified by another preservice teacher, Jason, whose gentle, encouraging 
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suggestions contributed to marked improvement in Stacy's next revi- 
sion. Comments such as "If your reader is unfamiliar with the story of 
Beowulf, he/ she may be a little lost in the 2nd paragraph" and advice to 
include more of the "clear, concise, honest" descriptions already evident 
in the essay helped Stacy make revisions that made her paper much 
more engaging and clear for her readers. In response to an inappropri- 
ate use of the second-person point of view, Jason wrote, "When this 
happens to me, I almost always switch to 'one(s).'" His comment, like so 
many of the comments from the preservice teachers, revealed a sensi- 
tivity for the writer's feelings as well as an ability to give useful advice. 

My students were a little surprised at the variety of the responses 
they got, but it led us into a valuable conversation about teaching as a 
learning process and the ways that individual teaching and reading 
styles can vary. We also discussed how a variety of responses can be 
advantageous to students — as well as a source of potential confusion 
or frustration. We talked about student strategies for minimizing this 
confusion and frustration, agreeing that our experience illustrated that 
no teacher or source knows everything. I emphasized that students 
should be savvy learners, getting the best from all available sources but 
not relying completely on any one source. It was a leap for some of my 
students to realize that differing opinions don't necessarily indicate that 
one side is wrong. Their questions and comments indicated that this 
exercise drove home the responsibility students have for their own edu- 
cation; some of them were clearly beginning to grasp that the "student 
opens head, teacher inserts knowledge" model of learning would not 
suffice. 

Looking Back: Leah and the Byron Center High School 
Writers 

Leah: Our interaction with the preservice teachers was a highlight of 
the fall semester for my students and for me. To my surprise, this activ- 
ity positively affected each step of my students' writing processes. They 
really became writers: first, they worked hard to choose topics they 
believed would engage their readers. Then, instead of sloughing 
through the formalities of a token rough draft followed by a nearly iden- 
tical "revised" draft, these young authors presented their best possible 
drafts to their workshop groups and took the feedback they received 
there to heart as they worked on revisions. When it came time to mail 
their work, they had carefully typed their essays and letters and, in many 
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cases, had even remembered to run the spellchecker (a small victory in 
our war on misspellings). While some students in my classes had al- 
ways written for personal satisfaction or even for my comments, this 
was perhaps the first time that all of my students, rather than just a se- 
lect few, were motivated to write their best for an incentive other than 
a grade. Every student — without exception — wanted to impress his or 
her readers; all of them craved the one-on-one attention they and their 
writing were getting from college seniors. The few students who missed 
the mass mailing due date even sought my permission to mail their 
essays individually, attaching handwritten notes begging Dr. Tucker to 
include their papers in her class's activities and then taking responsi- 
bility for mailing their envelopes themselves. 

The magic didn't stop when I put the package in the mail, and it 
didn't end on the day I distributed the contents of the return package 
Nancy sent. It continued all the way through to the day students finally 
submitted their papers to me for a grade. The research detailing the 
ineffectiveness of comments on students' writing didn't apply in our 
classroom: these writers paid close attention to every squiggle of ad- 
vice. They noticed — and told me so — when the preservice teachers' com- 
ments either supported or contradicted my comments. They asked ques- 
tions about how to know which advice to follow and which to ignore. 
They experienced for themselves the recursive nature of the writing 
process, returning to brainstorm, draft, and revise until they were sat- 
isfied with their papers. 

As I mentioned earlier, my students also got a new perspective 
on the roles of teachers and students. Instead of thinking of teachers as 
adults who had been locked in classrooms their entire lives (with occa- 
sional escapes to the grocery story, gas station, or high school basket- 
ball game), the BCHS students began to rethink who teachers are, how 
they get to be teachers, how they are trained, what they know, and what 
their limitations are. They also began, on a small scale, to rethink their 
own roles as students. They began to empower themselves as writers, 
to make their own choices about what to do instead of asking, "What 
do you want me to do on my revision?" 

My students weren't the only ones to benefit. I too grew in sev- 
eral ways throughout the instruction process. Knowing that an entire 
class of teachers-to-be would be reflecting on my assignments with my 
former professor added an extra level of accountability to my writing 
process. I was self-conscious about the fact that students' struggles with 
writing sometimes stem from poorly crafted assignments. I didn't want 
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my shortcomings to be the impetus for a "teachable moment" about the 
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peer feedback) on students' papers also made me more analytical about 
the nature of my own comments. My response strategies weren't sig- 
nificantly altered, but I retained them only after deliberately confirm- 
ing that they met standards I consciously and intentionally set. While I 
purposely completed my responses to students' drafts before the return 
package from Nancy arrived because I didn't want to be swayed by 
others' praise and suggestions, I also wanted to learn from the comments 
made by the preservice teachers. By reviewing the responses from 
Nancy's students, I got the chance to read student papers in more than 
one way and to expand my own response repertoire. 

One other benefit for me was that this collaboration provided a 
window into the world of teacher education. Looking at the college stu- 
dents' feedback and discussing their learning process with Nancy 
helped me think about my own incomplete learning- to- teach journey 
and about the work I would be doing for the first time in the spring 
semester with a teacher intern from Calvin College. In the same way 
that experienced writers sometimes come to believe that their skills are 
intuitive, I had forgotten much of the awkward learning that occurs in 
the early days of a teaching career. I realized how important my role 
would be, but I was also encouraged to know that I was now well pre- 
pared for it. Glimpsing Nancy and her students at work helped me to 
be better prepared for my role as a cooperating teacher and to have re- 
alistic expectations about what my teacher intern might already know 
and what she could realistically be expected to learn over the course of 
the semester. And, as I had hoped when I joined Nancy in this project, 
my participation heightened my interest in teacher education. 

Looking Back: Nancy and the Michigan State Preservice 
Teachers 

Nancy: I confess I was a bit nervous as I carried that first packet of pa- 
pers into my classroom. All the visions about what could go wrong 
flashed through my mind: comments that were too harsh, too lauda- 
tory, or just not helpful; too much attention paid to mechanics and spell- 
ing. I also had some vague concerns about whether my students would 
find this a useful activity. Then I saw them plunge into the reading of 
papers, and my doubts about whether we were doing the right thing 
vanished. I described our general approach to the reading of student 
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papers earlier. What I didn't describe was the combination of excitement, 
enthusiasm, concern, and plain open-mouthed awe that I saw in my 
preservice teachers. The excitement and enthusiasm came because they 
were finally getting a chance to read real papers from real students. The 
concern came from wanting so much to do the right thing and feeling 
that their own experience was inadequate. The awe, I think, came from 
the fact that Leah's students were willing to share their writing with 
strangers and even wrote notes about the work. The juxtaposition of 
themselves and real student work seemed to create that awe. 

While my doubts about whether I was doing the right thing van- 
ished, I retained some concerns about how we were going to accomplish 
the right thing. My students knew how to write; writing was something 
that simply came naturally (after years of experience) to them. But they 
weren t sure they knew how to express that knowledge in response to 
student writers. They didn't know how to tell other people how to write. 
They weren't certain what kinds of responses would be helpful and what 
would be off-putting. Most of them had experienced the red pencil of 
the English teacher correcting usage errors and spelling mistakes; in fact, 
that model was almost universal among them. Despite the fact that our 
class had used an alternative approach for our own writing work, a 
workshop approach in which we did not focus on red-pencil error cor- 
rection but on responding to the work with comments on the strengths 
and suggestions for improvements, they didn't have a firm grasp on 
how to use our model for responding to high school papers. In fact, as 
we discussed responses, I realized that while in theory they liked and 
wanted to use a more open approach, they weren't all sure that an En- 
glish teacher s job at the high school level wasn't error correction. 

These concerns became clear as we looked at the models and as 
we began to read the students' papers. My preservice teachers raised a 
number of questions about effective response, such as: 

■ Should I correct grammar, spelling, and punctuation? 

■ What do I say when it's really good? 

■ Where do I begin when it needs a lot of work? 

■ What if it's a good paper, but not on the topic assigned? 

■ Should I correct grammar, spelling, and punctuation if they spe- 
cifically asked me to? 

■ How do I respond to a narrative when the assignment asked ' 
for an analysis? 

■ Do all ninth graders (or eleventh or twelfth graders) write this 
well (or have this many problems)? 
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■ But I can't just ignore the grammar /spelling/ punctuation when 
it's bad, can I? 

Behind all of these questions lurked larger questions: "Who am I 
supposed to be in relation to this student/ writer? And how should that 
show up in my response, both now and when I have my own class- 
room?" These questions in turn pointed to the central, most important 
question: "What is the role of the English teacher?" In answering the 
small questions, we forged responses to the larger ones, questions in- 
volving philosophy and pedagogical approach. 

We dealt with all these questions and others as they came up on 
the model papers and also on the student papers. After much discus- 
sion of effective and appropriate responses, the readers wrote to their 
student correspondents. The responses varied from one preservice 
teacher who took a minimalist approach — three lines, somewhat cryp- 
tic — to another who rewrote much of the student's paper in the mar- 
gins and on the back. Most of them, however, were able to answer stu- 
dents' questions, provide comments on what they found particularly 
strong, and then make one or two suggestions to the student writers. 

In the process of reading, thinking about, and responding to stu- 
dent writing, my preservice teachers learned a number of things that I 
think they could have learned no other way. This learning involved meth- 
ods, but also impinged on their philosophies of teaching and learning. 

First, they learned that grammar, spelling, and punctuation, is- 
sues that preoccupied them as evidenced by the questions they asked, 
are not the first things to pay attention to even if that's what the student 
asked for. (While Leah's students had been trained in the differences 
between revision and editing and had been instructed to ask for revi- 
sion rather than editing/proofreading help, some still asked for help 
with grammar and punctuation. I know this surprised her.) The 
preservice teachers learned that grammar and punctuation should be 
dealt with as local problems, relatively small and contained, and that 
the global issues of meaning and point should be dealt with first. They 
learned that if a student asked for specific help it was a good strategy 
to point out one or two places the student could make a change. If a 
mechanical problem got in the way of understanding, they suggested a 
way for the student to look at that issue in order to make the work 
clearer. 

They learned how to pay attention to writing from the inside, from 
what the student was trying to say, and to attend to both style and con- 
tent as a function of the student's purpose. In doing this, they learned how 
to pick out the strengths of a paper and how to support and encourage 



50 



Modeling Collaboration for Preservice Teachers 



these strengths, and also how to ask questions and make suggestions 
that could lead a writer to think again about what he or she had writ- 
ten. Asking questions and giving real reactions also helped them avoid 
the vapid, "I liked this, it was good," and instead provide useful sug- 
gestions. 

My preservice teachers were surprised at the excellence of the best 
of the student writers and dismayed at the difficulties of the most chal- 
lenged. They also had to figure out how to respond to each of these 
groups. How could they support the strong writer while encouraging 
him or her to take a risk? As one of my students said, "He [Leah's stu- 
dent] writes better than I do. What can I possibly tell him?" We talked 
about pointing out specific passages that seemed strong and about re- 
acting as a reader to the strengths. We also talked about making sug- 
gestions that truly are suggestions so that the writer who is already 
skilled can stretch him- or herself to try something new. 

At the other end of the spectrum, they asked how they could help 
the novice writer without discouraging him or her too much. We talked 
about praising what worked in any piece of writing, about restating for 
the student writer what seemed to be a direction he or she was heading 
in the work, and focusing on one or two difficulties at a time. I tried to 
explain that they couldn't do everything with one reading, nor could 
the writer do everything with one revision, and that sometimes it was 
best to be up-front about that and position their comments as the first 
things to work on rather than as the final answer. 

They learned that they did know something about writing but 
also that they didn't know everything. Thus they learned to ask each 
other questions and to draw on the knowledge of their peers (and their 
professor); they learned that two responses are probably better than one. 
My preservice teachers came to understand what Leah's students saw 
later: that two readers can differ in their responses and yet those two 
responses can each be valuable for a writer. 

They learned how to be respectful in responding. I emphasized 
the importance of attempting to ascertain what the writer was trying to 
accomplish in his or her work and to support that endeavor, or, if nec- 
essary, nudge the writer in a direction that would be more appropriate 
for the assignment and the context in which it was given. 

One interesting result of our collaboration that I had not foreseen 
was the conversation generated by having copies of the assignment 
sheets that Leah had written out for her students. My preservice teach- 
ers had a wonderful opportunity to see a writing assignment with their 
newly acquired teacher eyes and also to see how the students had in- 
terpreted (or misinterpreted) the assignment. They asked many ques- 
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tions about why Leah had written the assignment a particular way and 
speculated about what kinds of information one needed to include in a 
writing assignment. It also gave them the opportunity to see if and how 
the BCHS students had met the terms of the assignment. The assign- 
ment they were most fascinated with was a prompt to write a descrip- 
tive essay that captured one of the Beowulf characters in a specific set- 
ting from the epic. Students were to select sensory details from the text, 
invent appropriate details to fill in the descriptive gaps, and organize 
their descriptions in a way that made a point about their subject. The 
assignment itself sent the preservice teachers scrambling for their lit- 
erature books and generated discussion as to which character played 
which role in Beowulf. They agreed that the assignment generated lively 
and interesting writing. One of them commented, "I never would have 
thought of doing it this way. It really works." 

Above all, they liked reading and responding to student writers. 
Again and again, even after we were no longer corresponding with and 
responding to Leah's students, they would bring it up in class. Many 
of them talked about their responses and wondered if they should have 
said things differently. One of them stopped me on the last day of class 
to say she thought responding to student writers was the single most 
valuable activity of our semester. 

None of these skills or insights was achieved without struggle. 
One particular struggle was a situation that Leah mentioned earlier. 
Several of our preservice teachers had gotten used to helping their 
friends revise papers. One approach some of them used was to physi- 
cally rewrite the student's paper by adding their own words and rear- 
ranging the writer's sentences. We had discussed the importance of re- 
specting the writer's work and making suggestions, but several people 
apparently felt that writing a better sentence was a way of making a 
suggestion. As sympathetic as I am to that view (having on occasion 
used it myself in limited ways), it requires a light touch. Several of my 
preservice teachers became overly zealous, to the extent that one in 
particular wrote in all the margins of a student's paper, changing word- 
ing and word order in every sentence. When I realized what she was 
doing, we had a serious and lengthy talk about what her approach says 
to students about their writing and what her role as a teacher would be 
for her students. She, and the other students I talked with, came to re- 
alize that extreme rewriting obliterated the student's voice and did not 
help him or her learn. I sent this paper along with the others, with an 
advance e-mail alert as well as an accompanying handwritten note to 
Leah, explaining the situation. She and her students handled it well, 
turning it into an opportunity to talk and learn, as we had done. 
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This situation was a learning experience not only for my students 
but also for their teacher. It pointed out several things to me: (1) how 
much my students' previous experiences influence their current behav- 
iors; (2) how important it is to go over expectations very carefully (I 
thought I had, and my students thought they understood); and (3) how 
important it is to practice before writing on student's papers. From this, 
we instituted a change in procedure. We switched to using pluses for 
positive comments and question marks for areas of concern, jotted in 
the margins of student papers, coupled with end comments on a sepa- 
rate sheet of paper. This was a system I myself have used for a number 
of years, but I became much more specific about the need to use either 
this system or something similar. Some of my preservice teachers also 
began using sticky notes to respond to particular sections of papers, a 
trick they had picked up from another high school teacher who had 
visited our class. Sticky notes allowed them to attach a note but also to 
change it later if they wanted to; it also seemed less intrusive than actu- 
ally writing on a student's paper. I'm not certain which methods they 
will eventually use with their own students, but through this experi- 
ence they identified some of what they needed to know and some ap- 
proaches that seemed to be effective. I saw significant growth that could 
have been accomplished no other way. 

I learned other things as well. Through the writing of Leah's stu- 
dents, I refreshed my memory about the spectrum of students that my 
preservice teachers would encounter in their own careers. I also learned 
a great deal about my own students and their understanding of the role 
of an English teacher in responding to student writing. I learned that 
their metacognitive understanding of writing needed time to develop, 
but that we could work on it together so that their understanding could 
grow. I learned that talking about writing is a useful experience for a 
group of teacher wannabes (and probably for practicing teachers as 
well), but that talking about responding to writing as they are respond- 
ing to writing is even better. 

Finally, I learned to be careful of my assumptions. I came to ap- 
preciate the hold that earlier learning has on preservice teachers, finally 
understanding something I had been in the process of realizing for a 
long time: students, even preservice teachers, come to us with already 
extant philosophies of what it means to teach and to learn. These phi- 
losophies are most likely unarticulated. Students need time, a place, and 
a reason to explore both the questions they generate and the answers 
they may find, which will in turn allow them to articulate a philosophy 
and pedagogy they can actually use. Practice and theory must come 
together in teacher education classrooms in such a way that both 
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preservice teachers and their teachers can reflect on the practice that 
informs their theory and the theory that informs their practice. 

Looking Ahead: Adjustments and Adaptations 

Leah: This is a project I envision repeating, possibly even from the col- 
lege side of the fence at some point. The changes I'd make to the high 
school part of the equation are small but would be likely to have a posi- 
tive outcome for all parties involved. Before the project got underway, 
I would set up a mailing schedule with Nancy so that she would know 
when to expect drafts and I'd know when I could plan on getting them 
back. A set schedule would make semester planning easier for both in- 
structors and would testify to students about the importance of this 
project. It would be clear to my students that responses from an authen- 
tic audience are a priority, not an afterthought. 

If we again rely on the U.S. Postal Service, another change I'd 
make would be to have my students send two copies of each paper. 
Printing out two copies of their papers would be a minor inconvenience 
for my students, but doing so would allow the preservice teachers to 
practice their feedback on copies that Nancy alone would see and re- 
spond to. Her students could then make revised comments (based on 
Nancy's feedback) on the second copy to be mailed back. 

One final change I would make would be to have my students 
provide feedback to the college students. Possible methods for commu- 

/ 

videotaped focus groups, my notes on our class and one-on-one discus- 
sions, individual or group letters, or surveys. One dynamic of teaching 
that Nancy's students missed in this setting was observing and respond- 
ing firsthand to the range of reactions students have to teachers' com- 
ments. As we conducted it this first time, our collaboration prevented 
them from witnessing the strange mixture of disappointment, satisfac- 
tion, frustration, giddiness, and even anger or triumph that can fill a 
classroom on the day students' papers are returned. 

Nancy: I agree with Leah's suggestions for changes, particularly with 
providing two copies, one for my preservice teachers to practice on and 
one to be mailed back. Another way we might accomplish the same ends 
is to provide end comments only, on a separate sheet of paper, as we 
were beginning to do at the end of the semester. Sticky notes, a choice 
my students really liked, is another alternative. I also think it would be 
of great benefit to have Leah's students provide feedback to my pre- 
service teachers; in fact, my preservice teachers asked for some feedback 
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from students which, unfortunately, we did not have time to provide. 
Leah's suggestions regarding methods to accomplish this are all excel- 
lent. 

I also think we could do more to take advantage of current tech- 
nology, particularly the Web. In the short time since this project took 
place, a number of significant advances in technology have been made 
that would allow quicker and easier communication between a univer- 
sity and a high school while maintaining the privacy of participants at 
both institutions. Software such as WebBoard, WebCT, and Blackboard 
are available at minimal cost or in some cases free of charge. Certain 
universities, such as Michigan State, have inhouse software that pro- 
vides similar connections. 

Leah: I agree; several technological improvements could make an elec- 
tronic paper exchange more feasible than it was for us in 1999, although 
limited computer access at many elementary and secondary schools 
could make snail mail the most practical means for those populations 
for some time. Relying on an electronic exchange at least once during 
the semester, however, would provide a valuable occasion for preservice 
teachers to discuss the contrasting features and merits of handwritten 
versus computerized feedback from instructors. 

One obvious adaptation of our method would be to substitute 
groups for the cross-age response. Undergraduate preservice teachers 
could instead provide feedback to elementary or middle school students. 
Graduate students in composition theory courses could provide re- 
sponses to any of the aforementioned groups as well as to undergradu- 
ate students in basic writing courses. Middle or high school students 
could even participate in a modified version of our project by respond- 
ing to elementary students' writing. In this case, the younger students 
could benefit from writing for an authentic audience and from identi- 
fying positive academic role models. The older students could benefit 
by improving their ability to analyze writing (others and their own); by 
realizing their own abilities as readers, writers, and responders; by learn- 
ing how to make compliments and suggestions in a way that could be 
transferred to peer feedback groups; and by assuming the responsibili- 
ties of acting as academic role models for the younger students. 

Beware the Jabberwock! 

Leah: For secondary school teachers, getting advance permission from 
administrators and parents and informing them about intended proce- 
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dures should alleviate worries about cost, time, and curricular appro- 
priateness. I highly recommend ensuring privacy for students by us- 
ing first names only. 

Secondary teachers should also be prepared to handle comments 
from preservice teachers that conflict with their own suggestions. Dif- 
fering opinions aren't necessarily a problem. They do, of course, high- 
light the subjectivity involved in evaluating students' writing, but most 
students are already aware of this aspect of teacher response. The teacher 
can capitalize on such opportunities to push the writer's ultimate re- 
sponsibility for and ownership of his or her writing and also to dem- 
onstrate opposing readings of a single text. 

Nancy: Preservice teachers need a great deal of preparation for this type 
of response. Even the best of writers don't always have that metacog- 
nitive sense of what it is they do when they write. It would be most 
useful to include several sessions in which they look at each other's 
papers as a group and talk about what they see, the strengths and the 
weaknesses of the draft, and the kinds of suggestions they might make. 
They also need opportunities to practice responding to student papers, 
first in whole-group settings where we can shape ways of responding 
and then in smaller groups. They need to follow this with reflections 
on their ways of responding and their concerns. 

Guard against both the minimalist respondent and the teacher- 
as-rewriter. Neither is helpful to the student writer, and neither seems 
to realize that he or she is not doing what needs to be done. The 
minimalists are not too difficult to deal with — encourage them to get 
specific about strengths and weaknesses of the writing. As they gain 
confidence, longer and more substantive responses will be forthcom- 
ing. Rewriters are a more difficult challenge. Just knowing that this be- 
havior exists is useful to the teacher educator. The behavior is born of a 
genuine concern for the student's writing development and a real wish 
to be of service to that student. It's important to discuss this ahead of 
time with the class as a whole and then give them practice time, both 
orally and in writing, to try out their best comments and suggestions. 

And So? 

Our complementary desires to provide authentic learning experiences 
for our respective students led us to this joint adventure. And despite 
some of the challenges we faced, it truly was a positive adventure. All 
of us, teachers and students alike, came to a new appreciation of teachers. 
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of students, and of the process of learning. Our students learned things 
that neither of us could have taught them without the cooperation of 
the other teacher and the other group of students. In addition, we each 
reinforced some of our own existing knowledge and learned some new 
things that would not have been possible outside of this collaboration. 
For us, the most important insight may have been the realization that 
our goals are not just about changing behaviors, but also about open- 
ing minds — including our own — to new approaches and new ways of 
thinking. While this takes time, energy, and commitment, both from us 
and from those with whom we work, it is a worthwhile goal, one that 
we believe will enrich our practice. 



Note 



1. By authentic texts. I'm referring to actual literature — novels, short 
stories, biographies, even newspapers and magazines — as opposed to limited 
anthologies or basal readers with controlled vocabularies. In terms of writing, 
authentic work would be writing for real purposes to real audiences. 
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5 High School Students 
Meet “College 
Standards” 



Thomas C. Thompson 

The Citadel 

Betsy Wilson 
Wando High School 

Students in Education 101 

Tom teaches first-year students at The Citadel; Betsy teaches seniors at 
Wando High School, where her course load also includes one Teacher Cadet 
class each semester. Betsy asked Tom to "teach" one of the assignments in her 
Teacher Cadet class one year, and they have continued the project ever since. 



S outh Carolina's Teacher Cadet program, designed to attract stu- 
dents into the field of education and give them a taste of a career 
in teaching, offers students the chance to earn three hours of col- 
lege credit in Education 101, Introduction to Education. Assignments 
in the course include creating a children's book, writing and perform- 
ing a play for elementary school students, working as a teacher's aide, 
creating a hypothetical day-care center, and writing a research-based 
essay on a topic in education — the project described here. Students also 
keep a journal about the various class activities. 

The project described here began when Betsy asked Tom to teach 
the research-based assignment (the "position paper") and grade the fi- 
nal drafts. Part of her motivation was simply to have an English teacher 
handle the lesson (since she teaches business and accounting, not En- 
glish); her other agenda was to have a college professor discuss and 
apply college standards, since students would be getting college credit. 
Both teachers enjoyed the collaboration — especially the after-class talks 
in which Betsy told Tom what really went on in high school and Tom 
told Betsy what her students were likely to encounter in college — so the 
project has continued for several years. 

Following are excerpts from student journals, as well as from 
Tom's and Betsy's journals, which offer several views of this project as 
it unfolded one spring semester. 
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Jan. 4 — Handing Out the Assignment 

Betsy: My Teacher Cadets got their assignment from Tom today. They 
seemed to have that look in their eyes: "another paper." Still, they all 
took notes as Tom drew pictures on the board and showed examples 
on the overhead. They paid attention as he spoke and frequently stopped 
him to ask questions. Some were anxious and some were dismayed. 
They were apprehensive about having a college professor grade their 
essays; most said they didn't know if their work would stand up to "col- 
lege standards." 

Tom: I was a little surprised that the students were so unaccustomed to 
being given a scoring guide at the beginning of an assignment. The idea 
of using the guide to self-score their drafts before turning them in 
seemed foreign to them. Maybe when I respond to the initial drafts 
they'll catch on and use the guides when they revise. 

Nathan: Today was the second day of class and we already had a guest 
speaker. He gave us some handouts about the requirements for the as- 
signment, then explained that we will have to write a paper on one of 
the thirty or so topics he handed out. That means finding out about a 
topic and researching it. I was in a state of shock, not realizing that I 
had to write another paper. I thought I'd finished that last semester with 
English, but this is going to be even harder . 1 Dr. Thompson explained 
that college is different from high school in many ways — especially the 
"five-paragraph theme." In college, he said, most papers are longer and 
fit the format to the information. I think this paper might be easier be- 
cause I won't have to cram all of my information into five paragraphs. 

Crystal: Dr. Thompson came to our Teacher Cadet class today. He told 
us about the position paper and its requirements. Beforehand, we had 
heard terrible things about it from the first semester students. When Dr. 
Thompson started to talk about the paper it didn't seem too bad because 
we get to choose a topic that interests us. As he started to list the re- 
quirements, however, I realized that there would be a tremendous 
amount of work involved. 

Janae: I'm a little nervous. I've heard that this paper is tedious and the 
professor is critical. In high school, my writing usually receives praise, 
but I am unsure of how my work stands up to college standards. I hope 
to do really well on it, but more importantly, I hope to learn a lot in the 
process. 
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Collin: Dr. Thompson told us to choose an educational topic and write 
a three- to five-page position paper on it. Although I believe this assign- 
ment will improve my high school writing skills. I'm a little hesitant 
about having a college professor criticize my work. 

Kirsten: I have heard that this assignment is very hard. There will be a 
lot of work and some late nights. Then again, I think every college stu- 
dent faces that workload from time to time. 

Graham: I haven't heard a thing about this paper from anyone. If I take 
my time and put forth a good amount of effort, I will do all right. If I 
get some criticism on my paper, I would be willing to share it with the 
class. 

Whitney: I thought that class today was productive. Dr. Thompson was 
very informative about the position paper. I felt a little intimidated by 
his speech about the pass/ fail rate, but all in all I feel pretty good about 
the assignment. This is the first time I've ever had an English teacher 
actually tell me exactly what they wanted to see in my writing. The 
specific examples were really helpful. The handouts will also serve as a 
good guideline when I write my paper. 

Kristen: At this point, I do not think I am as confident as I should be 
about my writing. I do not feel fully prepared to write for a professor 
yet. Still, I think the fear of having a paper graded by a college profes- 
sor and read by fellow students will make me want to write "the best 
of my best." 

Jan. 31 — Students Turn in Their Rough Drafts 

Betsy: Today the students brought their rough drafts to class. They 
evaluated them all, selecting the top three to send to Tom for detailed 
feedback. As much as they didn't want to do this paper, they all wanted 
their drafts to be picked for feedback. They all had their own comments 
about each other's papers, but they all had the same comment at the 
end: "Why did so-and-so's paper get picked when mine was much bet- 
ter? She or he didn't work as hard as I did; this is not fair! Her paper 
got picked because they like her more!" I felt like I was in elementary 
school instead of high school, but it was nice to see the students take 
some pride in their work. They were supposed to pick three papers, but 
ended up selecting four instead. 



60 



Modeling Collaboration for Preservice Teachers 



Nathan: I was nervous, wondering what other people would think of 
my writing. As a class, though, we agreed that having a draft selected 
or not was not a reflection of the person but only of their writing. 

Crystal: Reading my classmates' drafts was pretty interesting. I liked 
the fact that peers were evaluating them, but I admit that, after reading 
about three papers, I started to lose interest. 

Collin: Mrs. Wilson divided the class into groups of three and gave each 
group three papers. As each group finished reading a set, we talked 
about the content, format, and such; this helped us decide which pa- 
pers were the best. Every person in the class read everyone else's work. 
I think reading everyone's paper is a good idea to use in other classes, 
too, because we were able to see different writing styles. 

Whitney: In my opinion the three papers selected were not the best. I 
think that each group of people had completely different ideas of what 
a "good" paper is. 

Colby: When we read all the papers and picked three, I felt that the 
people who got picked had a huge advantage over the other students. I 
know we're supposed to learn from their mistakes, but it's not the same 
as getting your paper graded by the person who will be grading the fi- 
nal draft. 

Kristen: We gathered in groups of three to read each other's papers. I 
think this was a good way of finding out others' opinions about each 
paper; we could learn what needed work and what was good. 

February 5 

Tom: I've finally finished responding to the first set of drafts. They were 
supposed to give me the best three, but Betsy said that two papers tied 
for third and the class couldn't break the tie, so they gave me both pa- 
pers. It's just as well, though, because each paper let me talk about a 
different issue. I wrote comments on each paper and then used the scor- 
ing guide to grade it as if it were a final draft. As typically happens with 
these drafts, most students had failed to meet one or more of the "C" 
criteria — especially the requirement that they cite their sources using 
MLA format — so the grades were low: the highest was a C-. I hope the 
low grades get their attention, but I also hope that my comments help 
guide their revision strategies. 
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Although in previous semesters I commented on everybody's 
paper, Betsy and I thought that the students were leaning on me too 
much to do their work for them, so we decided that I would respond to 
only the top three papers. I would write extensive comments, discuss 
them in class, and leave copies for everyone to use as guides to help 
revise their own papers. That way, we hoped, students would pick up 
some principles rather than simply try to "fix" their own errors. We also 
decided that I would give "shadow" grades — as if the papers were fi- 
nal drafts — to help students apply the scoring guide accurately. 

Nathan's draft showed that he had done his homework — he cited 
appropriate research, even including an interview with his mother about 
the effects of medication on his ADD brother — but his writing style was 
dull and he didn't use his evidence well. The opening paragraph in- 
cluded a couple of "there are" constructions (where action verbs would 
have been easy to use and much more interesting to read) and several 
more "to be" verbs. Subsequent paragraphs weren't much better, with 
boring verbs and convoluted constructions that made me reread sev- 
eral sentences. His argument — that people who discount ADD as noth- 
ing more than typical adolescent behavior are wrong, because ADD 
responds to appropriate treatment — turned into a strident declaration 
that "the notion that the disorder does not exist is outrageous because 
it does and has been proven." I tried to let my comments show the class 
specific ways in which weak expression could damage an otherwise 
reasonable argument. 

Crystal wrote a defense for allowing HIV-positive children in the 
classroom. I thought it was weak stylistically, but in this case the argu- 
ment was equally weak. I think I found five sound sentences — one early, 
two in the middle, and two more near the end — that could have served 
as the foundation for a good argument, but those sentences showed no 
relation to each other, so I couldn't see them as constituting an argu- 
ment. Several of the claims (such as "AIDS fears people" rather than 
"people fear AIDS") made me wonder whether the root problem was 
the writing or a simple lack of understanding of the issues. I tried to 
use my comments to discuss ways to construct a coherent argument. 

Janae wrote a classic five-paragraph theme defending school 
uniforms. It had all the problems inherent in the effort to force the ma- 
terial into such a format: the tripartite thesis included three elements 
unrelated to each other, there were no logical transitions between para- 
graphs (except the word next), and the content suggested that she had 
simply gone to three sources and dumped something from each source 
into the paper. On this draft, I discussed fitting the form to the material 
rather than forcing the material into a predetermined form. 
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Finally, Collin's piece — an argument for mainstreaming — had the 
least "wrong" with it, but the argument lacked explanation and illus- 
tration. I tried to identify specific places that needed explication and then 
talked about the importance of including adequate and appropriate 
examples. 

As a group, these drafts let me make some observations that I 
hope will be useful to other members of the class. I wrote far more on 
each paper than I normally would have since I was trying to identify 
lots of specific examples of writing problems and to offer specific sug- 
gestions for addressing those problems — though I suspect I wrote too 
much. My individual comments were longer than usual since I wrote 
them to the class as a whole rather than to the individual writers. I guess 
I'll find out soon enough the degree to which my comments helped. 

Feb. 6 — Tom Returns Sample First Drafts 

Tom: Today I returned the papers. With overhead transparencies of two 
complete drafts and excerpts of the other two, I tried to point to a vari- 
ety of examples of "strong" and "weak" writing: specific and vague 
thesis statements and supporting claims, credible and flimsy evidence, 
clear and muddy writing, engaging and dull style. Nathan quietly ac- 
cepted what I said about his paper. Crystal wanted to argue about my 
comments on hers, Janae seemed to have trouble accepting my com- 
ments about the five-paragraph format, and Collin was absent. After 
class, I left copies of all four drafts so everyone in the class could read 
them more closely if they wanted to. 

Just as I suspect I wrote too much, I think I talked too much about 
minor issues. I spent so much time talking about stylistic issues in 
Nathan's and Crystal's drafts that by the time we got to Janae's five- 
paragraph theme, we were almost out of time. We did, however, do 
some good work in the time we had left: we went round and round 
about the five-paragraph theme format, with the students arguing that 
since all three points focused on benefits of school uniforms, they all 
"fit" in the paper. I responded by identifying what I thought to be Janae's 
"real" thesis — that uniforms "help schools assert their authority" (rather 
than the thesis that "school uniforms are a good idea because they re- 
duce violence, create a better learning environment and save money"). 
I then tried to show that "saving money" has nothing to do with "as- 
serting authority" and that it certainly bears no relationship to reduc- 
ing violence or creating a better learning environment. Did I get through 
to anyone? I'm not sure; maybe I'll find out when I read the final drafts. 
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Nathan: We received our graded drafts today. I wasn't afraid of my paper 
being mutilated because everyone in the class had already seen what it 
was about. I got a D+, which satisfies me for now. I have plenty to improve 
on. I made some stupid mistakes, but that's why I'm doing this paper. 

Crystal: To be honest, I really put little effort into this paper. I was al- 
ready discouraged by the fact that just about every paper in the past 
had failed, so I decided I shouldn't bother putting a lot of effort into a 
paper that was going to fail anyway. I wrote it, typed it, and edited it 
all in one night. 

Janae: Today, I went through a roller coaster of emotions. I was content, 
because I knew that along with the pitiful papers Dr. Thompson would 
bring his sense of humor. I was also a little tense, though, because one 
of those pitiful papers was mine. I was a little puzzled and frustrated 
by my experience: only months earlier my writing was winning praise; 
now a college professor is saying that the writing isn't quite "there" yet, 
that it is "lacking something." 

Though Dr. Thompson was dissatisfied with the quality of the 
papers, he was very open and helpful. He answered all my questions 
and gave me helpful hints to improve this paper and papers to come. 
My format of the actual paper is pretty good, but I need to develop my 
ideas more and rid myself of the five-paragraph format. Though the 
assignment is a little tedious, I really like having my work evaluated 
by a college professor so I know where I stand regarding college En- 
glish standards. 

Kirsten: I almost cried for the students whose papers were already 
graded; I am scared about what grade my paper will get. I know I made 
the same mistakes as the other students. The way Dr. Thompson cor- 
rected the other papers has given me an idea about what college classes 
are really going to be like. 

Whitney: I think today's lesson was beneficial for many reasons. I was 
able to get a feel for the way Dr. Thompson grades, and I understand 
now what he wants and doesn't want in our papers. The one thing I 
disagree with is that he graded only four rough drafts. Those four people 
have an advantage over the rest of us. My paper was not chosen as one 
of the top four, so I have no clue what Dr. Thompson thinks about it. 
I'm a little nervous about turning in my final draft, but I'm eager to hear 
what he thinks about it. 
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Jennifer: At this point. I'm glad that my paper didn't get chosen to be 
picked apart. Seeing the papers he graded shows me that I cannot get 
away with some things in college that are overlooked in high school. 

Colby: I'll be glad when this assignment is over. It's a lot to handle with 
everything else going on, but I know it will be the same way when I go 
to college. 

February 7 

Betsy: All eyes were on Tom yesterday when he arrived. The students 
were attentive and took even more notes than the first time he visited. 
They didn't seem to mind that they got low grades and that everyone 
read the comments on their papers. They were disappointed with their 
performance, and it showed on their faces. They were very quiet when 
Tom left. I made extra copies of each graded paper and asked if anyone 
wanted to take an example home to look over. No one accepted the of- 
fer. Today after class, however, one student asked if she could take one 
of each paper home. Within minutes, seven of the ten students requested 
copies for themselves. 

Feb. 21 — Students Turn in Their Final Drafts 

Nathan: What a relief! Now I can rest easy until the grade comes back. 
It was a lot of work, but I learned a lot about attention deficit disorder 
that I didn't know before. 

Crystal: I am so glad this assignment is over. Still, I appreciate the ex- 
perience. It will help me when I get into college. 

Janae: Well, the long-awaited day is here — I turn in my final draft. I re- 
vised it three times. I am a little nervous, but I know I tried my hardest. 

Collin: Actually, the assignment wasn't as stressful as I thought it would 
be — probably because I didn't put as much effort into it as I should have. 
The night before it was due, I was contemplating whether to change 
anything in it. 

Whitney: I am very nervous about getting my paper back. I honestly 
didn't change much since my rough draft because I was upset about 
the whole rough draft process. Maybe my paper wasn't one of the best, 
but I still think Dr. Thompson should have looked it over. 
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Colby: I'm so glad that this paper is over! The main problem I had was 
I would put it off, then I would worry about getting it done. I was look- 
ing up information on the Internet the night before the final draft was 
to be turned in. Doing this paper shows me how writing a paper in col- 
lege is so different from writing one in high school! 

Kristen: Turning in the final draft was not stressful for me at all. I made 
a few corrections in my rough draft, proofread, and allowed others to 
proofread, too. 

February 28 

Tom: Only nine of the ten students actually turned in drafts: 

■ Nathan still stomped his foot in his piece about ADD ("This 
disorder is there"), but his writing cleared up considerably. This 
time he followed up his claims with explanations and evidence, 
and he used his various sources well. 

■ Crystal showed a little improvement, but I still had trouble 
following her argument; in fact, I think her claim that "[t]he 
best way to stop the spread of [HIV] has to be through educa- 
tion" could have been a pillar of her argument, but she buried 
it near the end of the paper. With another draft or two, she might 
have a good paper. 

■ Janae, the only student who actually contacted me for extra help 
with her paper, really seemed to take my comments to heart. 

Her point about school uniforms being a good idea because 
they save money disappeared; instead, she argued that "uni- 
forms should be required [because they] would lead to less vio- 
lence and ultimately a better learning environment." She made 
several claims in support of her position and she acknowledged 
some opposing viewpoints (though she forgot to answer the 
opposition). Contrasting her first draft with her final draft 
should offer a good example of how to revise a paper. 

■ Collin's final draft was actually worse than the first one. When 
she tried to use her sources to add substance to her position, 
she used them poorly, she failed to refute opposing views, and 
I thought her argument just fell apart. It was obvious that she 
missed my earlier talk — she was the only one to get the format 
of the first page wrong. 

■ Kirsten failed to take a stand. She seemed to want to argue that 
alternative schools are a good idea and deserve support, but all 
she did was list and describe various kinds of alternative schools. 

■ Graham didn't turn in a paper. 
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■ Whitney probably would have done much better if I had com- 
mented on her first draft: she had some good arguments in her 
defense of block scheduling, but she didn't organize the mate- 
rial well and she relied way too much on one of her sources. I 
wish I had been able to use her paper as a model when I dis- 
cussed the early drafts. 

■ Colby's discussion of Title IX failed to stake out a position and 
failed to use MLA format. Like Whitney's, this draft would have 
been a good model to show how a couple of easy-to-correct 
problems can have a major effect on the grade. 

■ Kristen fell into the trap of using too many Web sources — and 
using them poorly — in her case against school prayer. I printed 
one of the sources and highlighted the various portions she had 
used to show where she had made mistakes and how to avoid 
such problems. 

■ Jennifer did a good job arguing that we should educate home- 
less children; her paper demonstrated how to set up an argu- 
ment and how to use a variety of sources. 

Betsy: Senioritis must have been rampant. When the students turned 
in their papers, only four of them had actually done any revision — the 
four whose papers Tom had marked. When I asked why they hadn't 
revised, they really had no answer; they were just glad the assignment 
was over. Last semester's students didn't have that problem; they 
seemed more focused and put more effort into their papers. I guess that 
by spring they've already been accepted to college so they aren't as con- 
cerned about their performance. The four-by-four schedule may have 
contributed, too; I asked if they had given up in their English class, too, 
and they said that they weren't taking English this semester because they 
had all taken it in the fall. I think Nathan's attitude ("I thought I was 
finished last semester with English") was typical. 

Mar. 7— Returning the Graded Drafts 

Nathan: When I got my paper and saw all the comments Dr. Thomp- 
son had written, I thought, "Oh no, what's going on here?" Then I looked 
at the grade sheet and saw I had gotten a "B." I read through the com- 
ments and noticed that they weren't all bad. The assignment was stress- 
ful and time consuming, but it was all worth it to have an idea of what 
professors would look for in college writing. 

Crystal: Getting my grade was not a big shock. I know you only get out 
of it what you put in. This was a learning experience for me. 
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Collin: When I got my grade back, I was pretty upset. I admit that I 
didn't spend a whole lot of time on this assignment, but I never imag- 
ined that my grade would drop by adding more to the paper. I would 
have been better off turning in my rough draft as my final draft than 
making changes to it. I think this assignment is a waste of class time; 
no one took it very seriously. 

Kirsten: When I actually got the paper back it was a load of worries. 
What if I can't write at a college level? I know I didn't try to the best of 
my ability on this paper — I will admit that. I am glad in the end that we 
did this assignment. 

Whitney: I could have played "name that grade" and won. Everyone 
got the grade they deserved. Overall I am just glad to have the whole 
assignment in my past. I have learned a lot from this assignment and I 
know I will be able to use this information in college. 

Colby: Doing the paper was a great experience, and I will save the pa- 
per when I go to college and use it as a reference. I'm sure that when I 
write a paper, I will make the same mistakes then as I just did, and now 
I know how to correct most of them. 

Kristen: I was sure Dr. Thompson would find mistakes in my paper, 
and he did. It did not bother me though. I was relaxed, like the rest of 
the class, and actually pleased with the work I had done. I am glad I 
got the opportunity to research a subject I was interested in. 

Jennifer: I am glad we had this assignment. I can't say it was fun, but it 
helps to see how my works stands on a college level. I know now a lot 
of things that need to be improved in my writing. I can begin to fix them 
now instead of after I get my first college paper back. 

Betsy: Surprisingly, the students all seemed to agree with their grades. 
In past years, they have wanted to argue for higher scores, but this time 
they were more accepting of what they got. Maybe they knew that, since 
they put out less than their best effort, they should expect less than great 
grades. Or maybe I simply set up the assignment better, telling them in 
advance about the process and checking up regularly on their progress. 
A couple of them even said that they planned to take their papers with 
them to college. In fact, one said that she would take all four papers — 
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the drafts with comments — to college. I think they realize that college- 
level writing will be significantly different from what they've been used 
to in high school. 

Betsy and Tom Discuss the Project 

Betsy: Despite the students' complaints about not having every rough 
draft commented on, my favorite part of the project is having the stu- 
dents read each other's drafts. Unless they knew they had to select the 
top few, they wouldn't actually read each other's papers closely. Part 
of my goal, of course, is to get them to discuss the various topics they 
write about (in addition to working on the writing itself), and when they 
read the entire set of papers, I hear comments such as "Is that really 
true?" "Where did you get that information?" and "Wow!" from around 
the room. They're actually interested in the educational topics — and my 
experience has been that it's hard to get high school seniors genuinely 
interested in much of anything beyond their own worlds. Best of all, I 
don't have to do a thing — I just sit back and let them read and talk. 

Tom: That's good to hear. The reality is that I could have responded to 
all the early drafts — as, in fact, I did the first few times we collaborated 
on this project — but I didn't want the students to focus on specific com- 
ments (in an effort to "fix" their papers) as much as I wanted to illus- 
trate some general principles about what "counts" for research, or how 
to take the reader's knowledge and experience into account. I guess our 
plan didn't work as well as we had hoped in terms of teaching them 
about writing, but it seems to have worked unexpectedly well in terms 
of getting them to talk about the course content. 

Betsy: Definitely. And I wouldn't say that the writing principles were 
completely lost on them either. As they read each other's papers, they 
asked questions when they didn't understand something — they served 
as real audiences. And they got pretty good at teaching each other how 
to cite sources, too. Further, they paid attention during the initial pre- 
sentation about the writing; they took thorough notes and seemed re- 
ally interested in absorbing everything you said. 

Tom: One aspect I don't get to see is the long-term effects. You've men- 
tioned occasionally that students have visited you after their first year 
of college and talked about the assignment. 
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Betsy: The very first time we did this project one of the students was so 
upset by her grade that we had to have a parent-teacher conference with 
the guidance counselor present. The student and parent both com- 
plained that since the students weren't in college yet, they shouldn't be 
graded based on college standards. The conference ended quickly, for 
once the guidance counselor learned that the students were getting col- 
lege credit, she agreed that it was completely appropriate to use college 
standards; but the parent still disagreed, telling me that the situation 
just wasn't fair. The next year, however, that student came back and 
actually thanked me for letting her go through the experience of having 
a college professor grade her paper. She said it had helped her do bet- 
ter on her initial college paper — that she got one of the highest grades 
in her class, and she attributed her success to the preparation (or the 
reality check) she got in Teacher Cadet. 

Then there was another student who visited me earlier this se- 
mester. When I asked him whether the assignment in Teacher Cadet had 
helped him at college, he said yes, that it had helped him be more pre- 
pared, to know what to expect. That's pretty typical of what I hear from 
students who come back — that even though they didn't like the assign- 
ment at the time, they're glad they did it. 

Tom: I'm glad they eventually decide it's a useful exercise. Even though 
you originally asked me to give them a "wake up call" with respect to 
college standards for their writing, I hope they take more from the ex- 
perience than the realization that college professors might actually check 
their sources or that grammar and mechanics really do count. I also hope 
they don't equate the standards we set for this assignment — or the com- 
ments I wrote on any particular paper — with a universal standard for 
all college writing. If they do, they're likely to think that my point was 
that style is more important that substance (since the first issue I ad- 
dressed in Nathan's paper was style) or that all college professors de- 
spise the five-paragraph theme (since I spent so much time talking with 
Janae about moving beyond that format), even though I tried to talk 
about learning the conventions of the genre and the discipline, and for 
this particular assignment I tried to stress the importance of building a 
coherent argument based on claims supported by evidence. Some of 
their journal comments suggest they were so overwhelmed that they 
simply didn't put much effort into the project — but then again, maybe 
they just used the "I didn't really try" excuse to save face in anticipa- 
tion of or after getting low grades. At least they seemed genuinely en- 
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gaged when we talked about effective writing, and the discussion forced 
me to be specific about what I value in student writing. I also enjoy see- 
ing what high school seniors are really capable of producing — despite 
their claims about not trying — so I have a better feel for what's going 
on the year before they show up in my classes. 



Note 



1. Wando High School uses block scheduling for most classes, so rather 
than taking eight forty-five-minute classes over the course of a school year, 
students take four ninety-minute classes each semester. Since Nathan took his 
English class in the fall semester, he had no English classes for the spring se- 
mester when he took Teacher Cadet. 
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Since the previous section raised the issue of "college writing," this sec- 
tion offers some cross-grade discussions on that topic. In Chapter 6, two 
high school teachers and two college professors discuss the challenges 
of preparing high school students for college writing when "college 
writing" means different things at different colleges. One possible so- 
lution they offer is to change the question from "How do we make high 
school writing prepare students for college writing?" to "What does lit- 
eracy look like, and how can we develop a curriculum that fosters life- 
long literacy?" 

Chapter 7 also offers voices from both sides of the divide, this time 
from five teachers at different grade levels. Acknowledging that "those 
involved in teaching writing [agree] little on how writing should be 
taught," but also agreeing that "discussion between the various factions 
of the writing instruction community needs now more than ever to be- 
gin" (p. 95), these teachers and their colleagues formed an alliance from 
a variety of constituencies with the goal of beginning that discussion. 

Together, these chapters offer both a model for generating cross- 
grade discussions at the state level and some ideas with which to begin 
those discussions. 
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6 What We Talk about 
When We Talk about 
College Writing 

Herb Budden 

Hamilton Southeastern High School 

Mary B. Nicolini 
Penn High School 

Stephen L. Fox 

Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis 

Stuart Greene 

University of Notre Dame 

Herb and Mary teach high school; Steve and Stuart teach college. They talk 
about writing — and they write — with their students; they also talk — and 
write — with each other. Through those conversations, they begin to under- 
stand what kind of writing they expect of their students in high school, in 
college, and beyond. 



S tuart was talking. Stuart Greene is a writing program director, and 
sometimes that gives him the right. The four of us were sitting 
around the breakfast table drinking coffee. Sunlight filled the res- 
taurant from the big window behind the cash register. Mary was there 
with Stuart and his former colleague at Madison, Stephen Fox — Steve, 
we call him — and one of Stuart's former students, Emily Tymus. We 
were in Milwaukee at the 2000 NCTE Annual Convention, except Herb, 
who couldn't come. But we were all from somewhere else: Stuart, Notre 
Dame; Steve, IUPUI; Emily, Nicolet High School in Glendale, Wiscon- 
sin; and Mary, Penn High School in Mishawaka, Indiana. The absent 
Herb is from Hamilton Southeastern High School, in Fishers, Indiana. 

There was a coffee pot on the table. The coffee and cream kept 
going around, and we somehow got onto the subject of writing. 

Emily said that the people with whom she used to teach focus on 
the five-paragraph essay. 

"My God, don't be silly. That's not writing, and you know it," said 
Steve. . . . 
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Only ten weeks separate a twelfth grader from a "thirteenth" grader. 
These two and a half months are metamorphic ones, but, essentially, the 
eighteen-year-old who graduated from high school in June is the same 
young adult navigating the maze of first-year college orientation in 
August. Are the strategies required for successful instruction in writ- 
ing that much different in senior English and first-year composition? 

It depends on whom you ask. 

What separates first-year college composition faculty from high 
school senior English teachers? Is it mostly a gap in communication and 
perception? Again, it depends on whom you ask. 

If you ask the authors of this essay — high school and college writ- 
ing teachers who have worked closely together — we will answer, "Yes 
and no. All of the above." Because we believe that literacy, and thus lit- 
eracy instruction, is local and individual, we do not insist that twelfth- 
grade English should look like first-year college composition. Because 
we believe that literacy is also social and socially constructed, and be- 
cause we do care about the individual students in our courses, we have 
looked for ways to communicate, to change perceptions, and to bridge 
curricula. 

The two of us who are high school teachers — Budden and Nicolini 
— work to help seniors develop habits of mind or dispositions about the 
writing process that they can adapt and transfer to college-level assign- 
ments. Rather than focus on artificial, vague writing tasks that are 
deemed pseudo first-year comp tasks, we focus on writing for authen- 
tic purposes and audiences, emphasizing the importance of style and 
voice. Our students' level of engagement in and responsibility for their 
work is more important than creating a false sense of collegiate "rigor." 
While our classes are challenging, with sophisticated writing tasks re- 
quiring critical thinking on the part of the writer, they do not conform 
to some abstract notion of what college writing is. Rather, through our 
collaborations with higher education faculty, the high school teachers 
have a firm sense of how best to prepare students for college-level writing. 

Unfortunately, our methods are not always embraced by others 
in the schools. In fact, quite the opposite is true; we are often looked 
upon as not preparing students for "the rigor of college writing." We 
hope this essay dispels some of the myths surrounding the notion of 
what it means to prepare student writers in a college prep course. 

The two of us who are university professors — Fox and Greene — 
recognize the messy process of composing with adolescents and under- 
stand the vast differences between the cultures of the secondary school 
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and the university. Both of us have volunteered extensively in various 
public school settings, and we have worked, as have the high school 
teachers, with at-risk and reluctant writers as well as the eloquent and 
eager. Never have we implied that our jobs would be easier if high 
school teachers did their jobs better. 

Unfortunately, ours is an opinion too seldom voiced. Too many 
college composition faculty berate secondary school teachers, blaming 
them for college students' inability to punctuate, to cite, to synthesize. 
We find such criticism misguided and unhelpful, though all of us writ- 
ing this essay work to improve the teaching of writing in the schools as 
well as in college classrooms. Rather than criticize from the balcony, we 
want to focus on the power of collaboration between teachers at both 
levels and on the positive results that can occur. 

Mary Nicolini 

What is the purpose of twelfth-grade English? For some, dual credit 
options — whereby high school students earn both high school and col- 
lege credit — are a good deal. The two-for-one approach appeals to eco- 
nomic-minded students and parents; it saves time and money — the 
grade students earn their last year of high school is the first on their 
college transcript. For the serious student, the rigor of this approach 
appeals; however, it also sends a subtle message that the "regular" high 
school curriculum is too trivial to bother with. Advanced placement ( AP) 
courses are more of a crapshoot — students don't know if they have 
earned credit until after graduation — yet AP too offers the option of 
earning college credit while still in high school. The $72 test fee is a bar- 
gain compared to university tuition. But can thirty-six weeks of learn- 
ing be captured in a three-hour exam? Is my main purpose as an AP 
teacher to prepare students for the AP test? 

Teaching senior English is about more than that. What I try to do 
in my twelfth-grade classroom is get my students to think about ideas — 
to generate original theses about topics of interest that they will defend 
and support using specific details and concrete examples. I want them 
to grapple with essential questions such as "How shall we live?" and 
"What does it mean to live well?" These issues have interested other 
writers and thinkers, from Socrates and Thoreau to Annie Dillard and 
Scott Russell Sanders. Focusing on these questions will serve my students 
better than analyzing the rhetorical structure of a passage of eighteenth- 
century fiction. 

What I try to do in my public school classroom is the same thing 
I emphasize in the college courses I have taught: I want my students to 
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think about ideas, to generate original theses about topics of interest that 
they will defend and support with specific details and concrete ex- 
amples. At Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis (IUPUI), 
my clients were returning adult students in a noncredit basic composi- 
tion course; at the University of Notre Dame, my students had essen- 
tially "flunked in" to first-year composition — their scores on their AP 
English tests were not high enough to test out. (Even graduating as 
valedictorian and being accepted to a prestigious institution such as 
Notre Dame pales when compared to getting a 4 or 5 on the AP English 
test.) Each group has attitudes and concerns unique to their status. 

A phenomenon unique to — verily, endemic of — education is the 
"get 'em ready" syndrome. Preschool teachers feel compelled to "get 
'em ready" for kindergarten; primary teachers for upper elementary; 
fifth-grade teachers for middle school; middle school teachers for high 
school; and high school teachers for college. Rarely do we take the 
luxury to Be Here Now: rather than getting 'em ready, we need to let 
'em be. 

Even if I saw my primary responsibility as a high school teacher 
to be to "get 'em ready" for college, I don't know exactly how I could 
do this. How do I get Jim ready for Stanford while getting Maria ready 
for MIT and Agnes ready for Ball State and Vince ready for Purdue? My 
students go on to be engineers, pharmacists, doctors, and architects — 
how can I best anticipate the requirements they will be asked to meet 
in their college careers and beyond? 

Further, the range of first-year composition programs varies 
greatly from school to school; I can't purport to have the magic plan to 
get 'em ready for all of them. The best way to meet students' diverse 
needs is to have them think about ideas and generate original theses 
about topics of interest that they then defend and support with specific 
details and concrete examples — skills that will be essential no matter 
where they attend college. 

My focus on portfolios dovetails with the goals of composition 
at Miami of Ohio, but, as Brian was told on his first day of first-year 
composition at a large state university, "Mary Nicolini and I have very 
different views on the teaching of writing." Brian's new teacher was 
right; we do have very different views on the teaching of composition. 
I value voice and style in writing, and she rewards low-level recapitu- 
lation of facts. I know that in doing so she feels she is more "rigorous" 
than I, who allow my students to write in the first-person singular. My 
interest in and attention to the personal essay cause some of my high 
school colleagues also to question my rigor; according to them, narra- 
tive is kids' stuff, just telling stories. Yet I agree with Sanders, who writes: 




What We Talk about When We Talk about College Writing 



77 



I began asking my students to write in the first-person singular. 
Instead of "One might deduce from the foregoing examples," I 
would suggest: How about "I think"? Instead of "The white whale 
inspires dread in the reader," try "The white whale scares me." 

. . . [S]ome students balked at this advice, and some still do. . . . 

After receiving A's for fancy phrases, they don't like receiving 
C's because I find the phrases empty. ("Who Speaks" 114-15) 

(Nine years earlier, in his Secrets of the Universe, Sanders wrote of writ- 
ing instruction that prohibited the use of "I": "even in emergencies we 
could not speak in the first person singular" [193].) 

"Rigor" is another area in which twelfth-grade teachers do a dis- 
service to the college-bound senior. "I must get them reading for the 
rigor of college writing!" is their rallying cry, yet I wonder how they 
define this word. Too often it is a false rigor: doing more faster, not nec- 
essarily in more depth. Assignments and audiences are artificial. (In- 
teresting that we frequently use the word rigor as a good thing for which 
to strive, when in fact its true denotation is "harshness," "severity," "in- 
flexibility" — not the stuff I place at the center of my classroom.) 

Curiously, many adjuncts and associate faculty members with 
whom I teach have never taken first-year composition themselves. 
Through AP coursework or other options, they tested out of the course 
at the start of their postsecondary career, yet four or five years later, as 
they work on their graduate degrees, they find themselves slaving in 
the adjunct ghetto. What model do they draw from to structure their 
teaching? While many colleges offer workshops and require course work 
to prepare adjuncts, often these teachers draw from their memories of 
their higher-level writing classes or their own high school experiences. 
The paradox of someone who tested out of first-year composition teach- 
ing a room full of students who flunked into the course is subtle, yet 
significant. 

Occasionally, the sophomore or junior who wasn't required to take 
first-year composition actually regrets the omission; the benefits of what 
then seemed a great financial boon are lost while embroiled in higher- 
level course work. What happened to the "extra" three hours they 
gained by testing out? It's kind of like setting your clocks back for day- 
light savings time; that hour gets absorbed in the day-to-day minutiae 
of living. 

The culture of first-year composition is one of shared experience; 
testing out robs matriculating first-year students of this opportunity. 
Most first-year composition programs work hard to expose students to 
writing strategies that will serve them regardless of their degree pro- 
gram. While I have been accosted by the philosophy professor and the 
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political science professor who complained that I didn't get their students 
ready in first-year composition to write about the ideology specific to 
their subject, many of my students are able to apply the techniques 
across curriculum and content area. 

In both my experiences teaching first-year composition (to return- 
ing adult students in noncredit English at IUPUI and eighteen-year-olds 
at Notre Dame), neither writing program director implied that his job 
would be easier if I'd done my day job better. Alas, those two directors 
(one of them coauthor Stuart Greene) are more enlightened, perhaps, 
than many postsecondary instructors. When I attend state and national 
conferences on English language arts, it is not unusual for complete 
strangers to attack the rigor with which I conduct my classroom, remark- 
ing that my failure to prepare my students made their job harder. This 
is curious to me; does the college football coach blame the high school 
coach for the faults of his recruit? 

So what do teachers of English language arts talk about when we 
talk about college writing? First, we don't talk enough about it, or at 
least we don't talk across levels enough. If high school teachers really 
want to prepare students for college (while at the same time meeting 
national, state, and local standards), they need to talk to college com- 
position professors to find out what would be useful. For students, doing 
a specific writing assignment is less important than knowing how to 
make meaning with words. Often teachers declare that they must teach 
a certain genre because students will "need it in college." I disagree. 
Most important to me when teaching a genre or writing strategy is not 
how I should teach it but why I am teaching it. If the only reason I'm 
teaching a particular writing assignment is because students "need it 
for college," then it is a waste of instructional time. 

"It would be helpful if they knew what a thesis was," college pro- 
fessor Ed Kline told me in 1995. 1 can prepare students for that. 

Steve Fox 

When we teach writing at any level, kindergarten through university, 
we can begin by asking, "What does literacy look like?" Our goal in a 
writing classroom (a classroom where people are writing, not necessarily 
an English class) is to foster lifelong literacy. As adults who have been 
using our literacy for decades, we can take inventory of the literacy acts 
we have engaged in, especially those that have been meaningful to us. 
Here is a quick list I drew up for myself: 

■ writing in my journal (high school, college, teaching in Hong 
Kong) 
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■ writing poems in high school that were published in our liter- 
ary magazine 

■ writing letters to my family when I was at camp, in college, and 
overseas 

■ writing my literacy autobiography 

■ writing an application essay for graduate school 

■ writing a letter to the editor of our local newspaper 

■ writing an open letter to fellow students in seminary (I posted 
the letter on a bulletin board) 

■ writing a story in second grade that the teacher put on the bul- 
letin board 

■ writing e-mail messages on various e-mail lists, expressing my 
views on issues such as the use of part-time faculty or the first- 
year composition curriculum 

■ helping to write the first-year composition curriculum at IUPUI 

■ writing my dissertation 

■ writing sermons when I was pastor of a struggling inner-city 
church 

■ writing the abstract of my dissertation 

■ writing job application letters 

■ writing a letter to the school board on behalf of our children's 
option program 

■ writing my personal statement for promotion and tenure dos- 
siers 

Focusing on the writing dimension of literacy, compose such a list for 
yourself. 

If we were in a room together and could compare our lists, we 
would find an incredible array of literacy acts. Adapted from the lin- 
guistic concept of speech acts, the term "literacy acts" suggests writing 
and reading that accomplish something in the world. Clearly, letters, 
reports, dissertations, memos, e-mail messages, curriculum guides, and 
so on can be seen as transactional writing, writing that allows us to take 
action in our world. What about poems, stories, or journal entries? Does 
such expressive or aesthetic writing qualify as a "literacy act"? Certainly 
when we write such texts with a view to affecting other people, I think 
they can be seen as means of acting in the world. If I write a text in or- 
der to move readers to tears or laughter or indignation, or to open their 
eyes and ears to the beauty of language and the beauty of life, then I 
am engaged in a literacy act. 

So what about school-sponsored writing: taking notes, writing 
book reports, writing term papers, writing essay exams, writing for 
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high-stakes tests? Doesn't such writing seek to accomplish something 
in the world — to earn grades, to please teachers, to gain admission to 
certain programs and universities, to inform others, to understand and 
apply knowledge? Yes — sometimes. If a student is fortunate, some of 
this school-sponsored writing will indeed enable learning, inform and 
move readers, and open doors to lifelong opportunities. But for many 
students, and for all students some of the time, school-sponsored writ- 
ing frustrates learning, informs no one, earns reprimands and censure, 
reinforces undesirable self-images, and closes doors. And most discour- 
aging of all, for many people school-sponsored writing does not foster 
lifelong literacy and probably deflects people from such literacy. 

Thus, instead of asking how to make high school writing prepare 
students for college writing, let's ask what literacy looks like, and we 
will have a better chance of developing a writing curriculum that fos- 
ters lifelong literacy. By focusing on literacy, on engaged democratic 
citizenship, on what my coauthor Mary Nicolini calls "writing in the 
present tense," we as teachers need not serve anyone's agenda except 
that of our students as we anticipate their fully adult lives, not their 
short-term jumping through other people's hoops. Robert Yagelski, in 
his book Literacy Matters, argues that "an understanding of literacy as a 
local act of self-construction within discourse can illuminate our work 
with students as writers and readers and help us help them gain access 
to a literacy that enables them to claim agency for themselves in this 
complex and difficult world shaped by discourse" (188; see also 89-126 
for a full discussion of this concept). Yagelski's thoughtful book draws 
on his work with high school and college students; he asks himself and 
those of us who, like him, teach literacy how we can make literacy mat- 
ter in students' lives. His is no cliched call for "relevance," but rather 
an attempt to integrate the personal and the social, subjectivity and 
contextuality — in short, never to lose sight of the local nature of all lit- 
eracy. 

High school teachers may ask, "All right, that sounds good, es- 
pecially from your secure position in a university, where they expect 
you to theorize and pontificate for other academic scholars. But here 
on the front lines, we have to answer to many people, not just our fel- 
low English teachers. Principals, superintendents, school boards, par- 
ents, legislators, the chamber of commerce — all expect us to produce 
certain results. They expect us to prepare our students to do well on state- 
required tests, to earn credit for composition courses by doing well on AP 
exams or college placement tests, and to do well in first-year composition 
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in college. Before our students can move into lifelong adult literacy, they 
must jump over these many hurdles." 

Valid points. College composition teachers face similar expecta- 
tions of other professors, deans, boards of trustees, employers, and leg- 
islators. We don't have high-stakes tests hanging over our heads (un- 
less we teach at universities with "rising junior" or other such exams), 
and we sometimes have more freedom in the classroom than high school 
teachers — but not as much as they might imagine. Many first-year com- 
position instructors teach according to a common curriculum developed 
by a composition director with the input of other instructors; and usu- 
ally that curriculum must take into account the perceived writing prob- 
lems of students in other college courses and the expectations of pro- 
fessors in other disciplines. And some college composition teachers 
work closely with high school teachers and preservice teachers. We 
empathize with their situation and even work to change the situation. 

What we all know, when it comes down to it, and when we have 
time to talk to alumni and to investigate literacy research, is that highly 
literate people learn how to adapt their literacy abilities and experiences 
to meet new situations, including high-stakes tests, college admissions 
requirements, college writing assignments, and so on. What college 
composition instructors wish to see in their students is this: a history of 
reading widely and well, of writing often and in many genres, and of 
analytical thinking that informs their reading and their writing. In short, 
we want students who are engaged with language and who eagerly use 
oral and print literacy to explore the world around and within them. 
Isn't that what high school English teachers wish to see in their students? 
Do any of us really care whether our students in twelfth grade or "thir- 
teenth grade" can construct elaborate outlines with Roman numerals, 
or write five-paragraph "themes" that spit forth a thesis and three topic 
sentences like a slot machine, or compile dozens of note cards on a broad 
topic such as "censorship" or "the assassination of Abraham Lincoln" 
or "Hamlet as a classic tragedy" and transfer the information on those 
note cards to a ten-page research paper that neither the writer nor the 
reader will ever read again once the grade is recorded? We throw up 
our hands in despair over the abominable term papers and the excel- 
lent term papers; we fear both the failure and the success of such stu- 
dents — including the success of those who write the abominable papers 
and the failure of those who write the excellent term papers. 

If high school teachers and their students want to know what 
kinds of writing are required in college, they can certainly find out. They 
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can arrange a visit to a local campus, speak with composition faculty, 
and even visit a composition class. They can contact alumni of their high 
school who are attending various colleges and universities. They can 
search for writing program and writing course Web sites. Elsewhere in 
this chapter we talk about programs in Indiana that facilitate high 
school-university communication about English curricula. No matter 
what high school teachers and students learn from such research and 
contacts, it helps to remember that not all first-year composition courses 
are alike, not to mention the range of writing assignments across the 
disciplines at different universities. But let me offer some observations, 
based on the writing programs I've worked in. 

What we emphasize most in those writing programs is analyti- 
cal thinking. We ask students to use their own experience and knowl- 
edge, along with ideas drawn from books or readings in the course, to 
identify questions, issues, and problems. Assignments vary: 

■ Write a literary narrative about a significant experience in your 
life (sometimes the type of experience is specified, such as an 
experience with schooling or literacy, or an experience related 
to "work," broadly defined). 

■ Write a literacy autobiography. 

■ Write a thesis-based paper about a significant issue (the issue 
may emerge from the narrative or autobiographical writing or 
from class reading and discussion). 

■ Analyze one or two advertisements, showing how they try to 
influence readers. 

■ Interview a person about his or her work experience (or literacy 
experience, or views of writing in his or her discipline) and write 
a report based on that interview. 

■ Respond to a nonfiction trade book (books have included Rich- 
ard Rodriguez's Hunger of Memory, Mike Rose's Lives on the 
Boundary, Juliet Schor 's The Overworked American, Studs Terkel's 
Working, George Ritzer's McDonaldization of Society, and Jon 
Krakauer's Into the Wild). 

In these assignments, students are not sent out to do unfocused, undi- 
rected "research." They are not asked to "choose" a thesis, write an 
outline, and flesh it out with information. They are asked to remember, 
to read, to talk, to explore, to brainstorm, to freewrite, to question. Out 
of this work, out of much writing, emerge questions and issues. A ten- 
tative thesis may emerge, or the students may write their way into a 
thesis by the end of a rough draft. As the students draft, respond, and 
revise, their ideas evolve, their focus often narrows, and their theses 
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change, sometimes dramatically. We ask them to analyze, and to ana- 
lyze is to question, to wonder, to empathize, and to understand. 

Besides analytical thinking, two other important features of writing 
are emphasized: a flexible writing process that includes self-evaluation, 
and thoughtful, imaginative, appropriate use of language. In every 
course I teach, from basic writing to a senior seminar, I discuss the writ- 
ing process with students. To make students aware that writing is a 
process, to remind other students of this, and to encourage students to 
incorporate new strategies in their writing process is always a valuable 
use of time. The temptation to write a "perfect first draft," usually a day 
or two before the deadline, bedevils all writers. Whatever writing teach- 
ers at any level can do to help students use a full range of writing strat- 
egies, from heuristics to drafting to revising to editing, will help those 
students more than any nifty set of formulas or patterns. If high school 
English teachers (and teachers in other disciplines) have students en- 
gage in frequent writing that spans the full range of writing processes, 
they will have gone far toward preparing those students for college 
writing and for lifetime writing. 

The second feature we emphasize is thoughtful, imaginative, 
appropriate use of language. We know that the isolated teaching of 
grammar does not improve writing. We are pressured to do such teach- 
ing by people inside and outside the schools and colleges, including 
some of our own students. But I would encourage all of us to stand firm 
on this point. If anyone asks, "Do you teach grammar?" either answer 
with what you do teach about language, or simply reply, "Yes, I do." 
Because if you help students understand how to use language appro- 
priately for their specific writing situation, how to make editing an in- 
tegral but not stifling part of their writing process, and how to under- 
stand the way language works in our society, then you are teaching 
"grammar." If you want to stretch someone's thinking, reply, "I teach 
rhetorical grammar ." 1 We do students no favor when we teach isolated, 
formal grammar lessons to satisfy curricular requirements or public 
pressures, and we do them no favor when we throw the baby of rhe- 
torical grammar out with that discredited bathwater. 

Let me put all of this another way, based on a study of first-year 
college students who were placed into basic writing at our university, a 
prerequisite for students who don't place into first-year composition. 
From this limited sample, I tentatively concluded that basic writers need 
motives, models, and methods for writing. That makes them like all 
writers, then, doesn't it? Thus, if we assess any students we teach on this 
basis and develop curriculum and teaching strategies that help students 
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develop motives, models, and methods for writing, then we can feel 
confident that we are preparing them for future writing, wherever that 
will take place. 

By motives, I do not mean external motivation (such as grades or 
assignments), but internalized drives — meaningful reasons for writing . 2 
We cannot give people such motives. But when we recognize the most 
powerful motives, we can help students find such motives for them- 
selves and let motives replace motivation in their writing lives. 

The students in our basic writing study described writing poems, 
stories, and nonfiction regularly and sharing them with readers in vari- 
ous ways. Their motives seemed to include a desire for self-expression, 
a desire to connect with other people, a desire to create something beau- 
tiful, a desire to affect other people's thinking, and a desire for what John 
Warnock calls "glory." 

Besides motives for writing, it helps to have models, people whom 
one sees as writers and whom one admires. While fifteen of our twenty 
interviewees reported one or both parents doing some reading, only four 
of twenty reported their parents doing any writing. One said his mother 
likes to write, two said their mothers wrote poetry, and one said both 
parents wrote for work. All four of those students whose parents wrote 
talked about writing themselves. The two whose mothers write poetry 
had also written poetry themselves, and the one who said his parents 
write for work spoke of doing business writing himself. 

Other models for writing are published writers. Some of our 
interviewees clearly had such models, and our question about what 
"being a writer" means to them often revealed this fact. One woman 
spoke of her dream of being a novelist and described being a writer as 
"creating images in other people's minds. . . . [B]eing able to, like, cre- 
ate something no one's ever thought of or heard of." This was one of 
the most poetic descriptions we heard of being a writer. Many said that 
being a writer meant being paid for one's writing or receiving recogni- 
tion for one's writing. Others spoke of writers as those who love to write, 
those who enjoy writing, or those who have something they must ex- 
press. They also saw writers as people who could express themselves 
well. One student, who was in the midst of writing a sociology paper 
on illiteracy, said being a writer is being able to function in society. 

True, not all of those with powerful models for writing were them- 
selves writers or comfortable with writing. It's possible that some mod- 
els for writing are intimidating; that's why composition instructors of- 
ten have students read other students' writing as a more accessible 
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model. Another problem might arise from the dissonance between stu- 
dents' perceptions of what a writer is and the writing they are asked to 
do in school and will be expected to do in their professions or careers. 
A student faced with the task of writing a letter to the editor, or an ar- 
gument about a local issue, or a definition of a term, or a problem-solv- 
ing report might find little help in the models of writing provided by 
famous or popular novelists. Such models might suggest that writing 
involves pleasure, that it comes easily, that it requires imagination, or 
that it requires a highly developed sense of fantasy, story, and charac- 
ter. Students with these models of writing might not realize that there 
are other models more appropriate to their situation. 

An interesting question is whether students who clearly have 
models of writing and motives for writing do well in high school and 
college writing assignments. Are models and motives powerful enough 
to help a writer overcome other writing or academic problems? Would 
this be a strong argument for self-directed placement in high school or 
college writing courses? 

Most of us would agree that it helps students with motives and 
models to have effective methods for writing. We don't have protocols 
or portfolios for the students in our study, so our conclusions are based 
on the students' self-reported writing processes and methods learned. 
Many of these students had a difficult time describing their writing or 
themselves as writers, offered sketchy accounts of previous school writ- 
ing experiences, and struggled to explain what "learning to write" 
meant to them. It isn't easy to talk about writing as a process or to ex- 
plain what one does when one writes; in our writing courses, one valu- 
able thing we give students is the language to explain how they write 
and how they might write. Many of our students who place directly into 
first-year composition might also sound inarticulate if asked these ques- 
tions. But when I think about students I've had in the first-semester 
course and what they wrote and said early in the semester. I'm inclined 
to think many of them would be more articulate about writing than most 
of our basic writing students. 

The "methods" that would best serve high school students are not 
specific strategies for acing college writing assignments or formulaic 
structures for a thesis-based essay or a term paper. Again, having stu- 
dents learn to use writing processes that take full cognizance of audi- 
ence and purpose is the best approach. High school and college English 
teachers can argue about the best assignments or the most appropriate 
balance of narrative, exposition, and argument, but frankly, those are 
secondary concerns. 
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The first-year college composition course I teach at IUPUI is 
highly structured, giving students guidance in writing particular types 
of analytical essays, but I would not ask high school English teachers 
to adopt these assignments. In fact, for high school students I might 
instead offer my approach to Advanced Expository Writing, a junior- 
level college course that I model in some ways after the approach of the 
writing project that Mary, Herb, and I co-direct. In that course, I ask stu- 
dents to propose assignments that they want to do, keeping in mind 
the course goals and their individual goals. The outcome I expect: a 
thirty-page portfolio of writing, with an introductory evaluative piece 
included in the thirty-page total. No two portfolios will look the same, 
but I expect each one to demonstrate an understanding of writing as a 
purposeful, local activity. In Herb Budden's section, he describes an 
approach to high school writing much like this. Such an approach al- 
lows high school and college writing teachers (and students) to talk the 
same language without losing the richness of their own contexts. 

Herb Budden 

The connections between high school college prep English classes and 
first-year college composition classes ought to be obvious, yet, as many 
of us discovered through our involvement in a project meant to explore 
those connections, there are many gaps in our mutual understanding 
of the purposes and goals of our respective courses. Project SEAM, 
funded by Lilly Endowment, allows teachers at the high school and 
college levels in the Indianapolis metropolitan area to meet on a regu- 
lar basis. 

The intent of the project is to enable teachers at secondary and 
postsecondary levels to meet and construct ways to narrow the gaps in 
curriculum, assessment, and instruction that student performance data 
in area colleges show between the two levels. The teachers have a good 
deal of freedom to forge their own way toward finding solutions to the 
problem. 

One of the first ways the teachers approached the task was to 
survey themselves about their conceptions of necessary skills for stu- 
dents and how much emphasis they gave to various areas of content 
knowledge in their individual courses. The survey items were taken 
from the Content Knowledge document developed by Mid-continent 
Research for Education and Learning (www.mcrel.org). The survey re- 
sults revealed less agreement than one might have expected; one major 
conclusion we came to was that because of the fundamental differences 
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between the secondary and postsecondary school day, the teachers had 
very different sets of priorities. For instance, high school teachers ranked 
third in importance the statement, "Apply reading skills and strategies 
to a variety of literary texts (e.g., fiction, nonfiction, myths, poems, bi- 
ographies, autobiographies, science fiction, supernatural tales, satires, 
parodies, plays, American literature, British literature, world and an- 
cient literature)," but college teachers ranked it forty-eighth. For high 
school teachers, who have about 180 contact hours with each student 
each year, such a skill is important. The college teachers' responses might 
reflect the greater specialization of their classes or the fact that they don't 
use the term "reading skills and strategies." Again, literacy must be 
contextualized. 

One hope for Project SEAM is that it will be able to foster interac- 
tions that grow more substantive simply because teachers will discover 
that no quick fixes are available, that skills analysis and surveys will 
probably always point the way to values, philosophy, and institutional 
constraints rather than to "Aha, that's it!" answers. Put another way, 
when teachers are ready to move away from skills and begin thinking 
about conceptions of literacy, genuine solutions to very real problems 
may begin to emerge. While the work with Project SEAM is ongoing, 
many of the teachers involved from both levels have expressed the no- 
tion that the main value of the project has been the opportunity for 
people to get together to talk. Informal conversations and new profes- 
sional relationships that develop out of conversations between teach- 
ers are always valuable in and of themselves; Project SEAM is no ex- 
ception. What is beginning to grow in these conversations is a sense of 
the need to examine our assumptions about why we teach what we 
teach. We need to articulate this to ourselves, to each other, and to our 
students. 

Many of us have attempted to translate into our classroom prac- 
tice ways not only to enable our students to be successful in 
postsecondary school, but also to allow them not to feel beaten by their' 
schooling, by what Flarvey Daniels refers to as "the death march to lit- 
eracy" that so much secondary curriculum, instruction, and assessment 
feels like. In my teaching experience, one key to moving toward a class- 
room based on sound theory is found in Steven Zemelman and Daniels's 
book A Community of Writers. Their explanation of James Britton's con- 
cept of the language continuum has allowed many of us to move away 
from our notions of discrete writing modes and purposes (translation: 
personal narratives and creative writing are not what being prepared 
for college is all about — college is all about academic writing, which is 
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mostly exposition and persuasion) and toward a more encompassing 
view of writing instruction that can indeed include the types of writing 
that students may actually enjoy doing, the kinds of writing that help 
move one to lifelong literacy as well as the kinds of writing that foster 
the rigor of mind required by college courses that emphasize analytical 
thinking. 

Britton's liberating idea is that language is neither strictly "trans- 
actional" — businesslike and filled with bristling intentions to persuade 
or inform a specific audience — nor strictly "poetic," in which the lan- 
guage itself becomes the object of contemplation. Instead, he suggests 
that we all have a home base of language — "expressive" language — 
which is the comfortable language we use in our heads in our own way. 
The other kinds of language form a continuum emanating from this 
home base. But they are all nevertheless always connected as an organic 
whole, like the rings in a tree, because transactional language can be 
poetic and poetic language can indeed be transactional. 

To put this idea into classroom practice in a practical way so that 
both students and parents understand it, Zemelman and Daniels sug- 
gest a matrix of writing activities that includes all of the previously 
mentioned modes of writing matched up with three major assignment 
types, depending on course goals. The assignment types are writing- 
to-learn experiences, teacher-designed assignments (i.e., traditional), 
and self-selected writing. 

The matrix allows teachers to put what they ask students to do 
in a writing classroom into a context that is easily understood by all and 
yet is undergirded by a strong theoretical base. The matrix also allows 
us to examine our mix of writing tasks in order to determine if we have 
balance (see Table 6.1). 



Table 6.1. Zemelman and Daniels’s Matrix of Writing Activities 





Poetic 


Expressive 


Transactional 


Write- to-Learn 

Teacher-Designed 

Assignments 

Self-Selected 


(open-ended topics 
— could fall into any 
mode, depending 
on student's 
purpose) 


dual-entry responses 
to outside reading 

quizzes over text 


reflective writing; 
goal setting 

traditional essays 
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The tasks intermingle what we know now about the value of 
writing-to-leam activities, the motivating power of allowing choice in 
writing topics, and the importance of analytical, academic writing. A 
twelfth-grade composition class that lasts eighteen weeks might include 
several dual-entry and/or "says/does" responses to outside readings 
(writing-to-leam assignments done in expressive language); eight to ten 
informal papers (self-selected in poetic or transactional language); and 
four teacher-designed assignments (traditional expository and persua- 
sive papers written in formal transactional language). 

These sorts of assignments, used in conjunction with a strong 
assessment model such as the 6+1 Traits ( Northwest Regional, www. 
nwrel.org), enable students to tap into points all along the language 
continuum. If students keep a working folder of drafts and revisions of 
all work and then are allowed to revise some of each mode and assign- 
ment type together with reflective writing (expressive and/ or transac- 
tional language), they will have undergone a coherent experience in 
writing that, in my experience, satisfies on several levels: students feel 
motivated to write more because of the self-selected topics; they become 
aware of the value of writing-to-learn; they feel less stress with the tra- 
ditional assignments in this context; and, finally, they understand the 
purposes of writing more fully and feel more sense of control over their 
work. When teachers can articulate such things about writing to their 
students and colleagues at all levels, the communication gaps will be- 
gin to close. 

Stuart Greene 

As the director of a university writing program, I face the challenge of 
developing a course that includes instruction in writing that approxi- 
mates the kinds of writing students will do in their classes across the 
university. This is a complicated (if not impossible) task, one not unlike 
the challenge many high school teachers set for themselves: to prepare 
their students to write in college. Unfortunately, writing varies from 
discipline to discipline. There is no one thing called "writing." 

So what do we teach? We teach argument. 3 Argument is very 
much a part of what we do every day: we confront a public issue, some- 
thing that is open to dispute, and we take a stand and support what we 
think and feel with what we believe are good reasons. Seen in this way, 
argument is very much like a conversation. By this I mean that making 
an argument entails providing good reasons to support your viewpoint, 
as well as counterarguments, recognizing the reasons readers might 
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object to your ideas. The metaphor of conversation emphasizes the so- 
cial nature of writing. Thus, inquiry, research, and writing arguments 
are intimately related. If, for example, you are to understand the differ- 
ent ways others have approached your subject, then you will need to 
do your homework. This is what Doug Brent means when he says that 
research consists of "the looking-up of facts in the context of other 
worldviews, other ways of seeing" (78). 

It is useful to think about writing as a form of inquiry in which 
students convey their understanding of the claims people make, the 
questions they raise, and the conflicts they address. As a form of inquiry, 
then, writing begins with problems, conflicts, and questions that stu- 
dents identify as important. I encourage students to raise questions that 
are open to dispute and for which there are not prepackaged answers. 
After all, readers within an academic setting expect that writers will 
advance a scholarly conversation and not reproduce others' ideas. 
Therefore, it is important to find out who else has confronted these prob- 
lems, conflicts, and questions in order to take a stand within an ongo- 
ing scholarly conversation. Students should read with an eye toward 
the claims writers make, claims they are making on the reader in the 
sense that writers want readers to think and feel a certain way. Our stu- 
dents need to read others' work critically to see if the reasons writers 
use to support their arguments are those students would consider good 
reasons. And, finally, our students should consider the possible 
counterarguments to the claims writers make and the views that call 
their own ideas into question. 

Like the verbal conversations we have with others, effective ar- 
guments never take place in a vacuum; they take into account previous 
conversations about the subject under discussion. Viewing research as 
a means for advancing a conversation makes the writing process more 
real, especially if students recognize that they will need to support their 
claims with evidence in order to persuade readers to agree with them. 
The concept and practice of inquiry arises out the specific social con- 
text of readers' questions and skepticism. 

Reading necessarily plays a prominent role in the many forms of 
writing we do, but not just as a process of gathering information. This 
is true whether we write personal essays, editorials, or original research 
based on library research. Instead, as James Crosswhite suggests in The 
Rhetoric of Reason, reading "means making judgments about which of 
the many voices one encounters can be brought together into produc- 
tive conversation" (131). 
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To develop an argument that is akin to a conversation, students 
should think of writing as a process of understanding conflicts, the 
claims others make, and the important questions to ask, not simply the 
ability to tell a story that influences readers' ways of looking at the world 
or to find good reasons to support an argument. The real work of writ- 
ing an argument occurs when the writer tries to figure out the answers 
to the following: 

■ What topics have people been talking about? 

■ What is a relevant problem? 

■ What kinds of evidence might persuade readers? 

■ What objections might readers have? 

■ What is at stake in this argument? (What if things change? What 
if things stay the same?) 

In answering these questions, writers need to read with an eye toward 
identifying an issue — the situation that calls for some response in writ- 
ing — and framing a question. 

More than demonstrating that they have read and understood 
texts written by others, students need opportunities to make new knowl- 
edge. But if we agree that students can and should contribute to schol- 
arly conversations, then we must also give students the tools to do so. 



Now you know what some of us in Indiana talk about when we talk 
about college writing. Most important, we do talk. And we talk about 
writing, not just college writing; about our students' full literacies, not 
their test scores. We are able to talk together about writing — and to write 
together — largely because of a unique organization, the Indiana Teach- 
ers of Writing (ITW). ITW was founded twenty years ago by a group of 
Indiana teachers who wanted to support each other in their exciting new 
approaches to teaching writing at all levels, kindergarten through col- 
lege. They wanted to disseminate, explore, and implement the best prac- 
tices in writing instruction. ITW has helped create and nurture profes- 
sional relationships among writing teachers across levels and across 
geographical and administrative boundaries. Steve, for example, met 
Herb and Mary through ITW and ended up serving on the ITW board 
with them, and now the three of them co-direct the ITW Writing Project. 

In conferences, workshops, and summer programs sponsored by 
ITW and the ITW Writing Project, we come together for invigorating 
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cross-talk about the teaching of writing. We also write and share our 
writing with each other, believing that a writing teacher should be a 
writer. Perhaps our own struggles with writing account for our shared 
convictions about what matters in writing classrooms. Staying alert to 
our own self-construction through literacy, we appreciate and encour- 
age our students' self-construction through literacy. Our rigor has not 
become rigor mortis; our articulation has not become constriction. 

Now that we've told you what we talk about, we need to get back 
to our students. They have been writing, just as we have. We expect to 
be surprised by what they show us and to enjoy seeing their portfolios 
take shape. Perhaps we will share this essay with them. They like to talk 
about writing, too. 



Notes 

1. See Martha Kolln, Rhetorical Grammar: Grammatical Choices, Rhetorical 
Effects, and Scott Rice, Right Words, Right Places, for helpful discussions and 
explanations of such an approach to grammar instruction. 

2. In a personal conversation, Eli Goldblatt of Temple University told 
me that a study they did found that whether a student was motivated by inter- 
nal or external agency was a key factor in how well students do in college. 

3. The following is based on Stuart Greene's "Argument as Conversa- 
tion: The Role of Inquiry in Writing a Researched Argument." 
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7 Productively Contentious 
Discussions: Teachers 
Talk about the Teaching 
of Writing 



Stephen Lafer 

University of Nevada, Reno 

Launie Gardner 

Truckee Meadows Community College High School 

Richard Hoadley 

University of Nevada, Reno 

Terry DeBarger 

B. D. Billinghurst Middle School 

April Sawyer 

Proctor Hug High School 

What happens when teachers from different grade levels and different 
theoretical perspectives come together in a seminar to discuss the methods 
and goals for teaching writing? Following a description of the genesis of one 
such enterprise , several participants reflect on what happened in their 

discussions. 



I n our part of the world, the northwest of Nevada, there are three ma- 
jor educational institutions: the Washoe County School District 
(WCSD), Truckee Meadows Community College (TMCC), and the 
University of Nevada, Reno (UNR). A good number of the students who 
attend the community college and the university come from the local 
schools. Many of the students who attend the community college ma- 
triculate to the university, and the university is responsible for educat- 
ing a good number of the teachers who teach in the district's schools 
and a good number, too, of the instructors who teach at the community 
college. 

One day in 1999, Ana Douglass, an English professor at TMCC 
and coordinator of developmental writing programs for the college, and 
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Stephen Lafer, an associate professor in the university's College of Edu- 
cation and the secondary English education specialist for the Depart- 
ment of Curriculum and Instruction, were sitting in a coffeehouse in 
Reno discussing composition theory. They agreed that they disagreed, 
in significant ways, on a best approach to the teaching of writing. Lafer 
advocated an approach shaped by the work of James Moffett. Douglass, 
on the other hand, favored the Bartholomae/Petrosky approach. The 
differences led to a series of heated conversations during which Lafer 
mentioned that the pedagogy he advocated in the English education 
courses he taught were often seen to contradict approaches used in the 
region's schools. And Douglass said that the writing program she in- 
herited as developmental director at TMCC was based on principles of 
instruction with which she disagreed. She also saw her philosophy to 
be different from those guiding writing programs at the university. 

At the time, it was common knowledge in the state that a high 
number of Nevada high school graduates entering college were being 
placed in developmental or basic writing courses on entering college. 
As a result, developmental courses at colleges and universities across 
the state were growing rapidly, and it was becoming increasingly diffi- 
cult to find qualified instructors to cover the number of developmental 
sections needed to meet demand. 

With the standards movement in full swing, teachers in the pub- 
lic schools were feeling pressure to move even further away from the 
student-centered approaches Lafer supported; they were using the tests 
as reason to support more pragmatic basic skills-oriented methodolo- 
gies. The eight-sentence paragraph had burst back onto the scene, and 
grammar and mechanics worksheets were as popular as they had been 
decades before. Lafer 's holistic, student-as-thinker-centered, I-to-you- 
about-it approach was becoming increasingly irrelevant as the testing 
panic spread. So too were the teachings of the local writing project, its 
directors in a quandary over how it should proceed in the new climate. 
Lafer and the project people had been disagreeing productively for 
many years but now faced together the consequences of teachers' new 
sense of teachers' needs. 

Launie Gardner, the Northern Nevada Writing Project's director, 
began to meet with Douglass and Lafer, her participation immediately 
validating the hypothesis that those involved in teaching writing agreed 
little on how writing should be taught, but also lending more support 
to the notion that discussion between the various factions of the writ- 
ing instruction community needs now more than ever to begin, espe- 
cially since, as Gardner helped make clear, writing teachers at the various 
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levels and in different institutions disagreed not only about methods 
but also about goals. 

The English teacher's primary obligation is to help students be- 
come increasingly effective communicators. An essential focus of the 
work is, or at least should be, development of skills, knowledge, and 
attitudes that allow individuals to interact through language with oth- 
ers who are not like themselves in thought, belief, attitude, and the like. 
Willingness to step outside the comfort zone into arenas of discourse in 
which varied perspectives are aired and allowed to interact, clash, and 
modify one another is an essential element governing one's ability to 
participate in productive group decision-making processes so essential 
to the health of a democratic society. But those responsible for cultivat- 
ing this willingness, the English language arts teachers, were not en- 
gaging in such vital dialectic at a time when just such a discourse was 
becoming profoundly necessary if students were to be served well by 
those teaching writing. 

The Nevada Writing Alliance was formed to provide a forum for 
productively contentious, honest discussion about the needs of students 
and the future of writing instruction in the region. Through this discus- 
sion, the alliance would develop a framework for writing instruction 
in the secondary grades through college that would provide students 
with the skills they needed to become effective and successful writers. 
A properly unified approach to writing instruction through the various 
levels, one that would work toward the ultimate goal of eliminating the 
need for developmental writing courses of any kind — this would be the 
alliance's primary objective. In the interim, the alliance program would 
provide qualified instructors for the developmental courses and at the 
same time help preservice and inservice secondary teachers understand 
the college perspective on the goals of writing instruction and the needs 
of developmental students, students who for some reason leave high 
school without the skills necessary to succeed as writers at the college 
level. In turn, college instructors would better understand the realities 
of the secondary schools and the nature of the work of the secondary 
school teacher. 



The Project 

As noted earlier, the primary purpose of the Nevada Writing Alliance 
is to provide a forum for discussion of issues pertinent to the teaching 
of writing between individuals involved in the teaching of writing. A 
basic assumption underlying the alliance model is that these individu- 
als — middle and high school teachers, prospective middle and high 
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school teachers, college writing instructors. Writing Project advocates 
and directors, and university English education educators — rarely 
gather to discuss goals and methodologies. For the project to succeed, 
then, it would have to bring together people who, we had reason to 
believe, did not gather because they did not want to gather. We searched 
for incentives and the first we landed on was college credit for partici- 
pation. Thus, the Nevada Writing Alliance developed the Seminar in 
the Teaching of Writing, a three-credit graduate course offered through 
both the English department and the Curriculum and Instruction de- 
partment at the University of Nevada, Reno. To lure new instructors for 
the Truckee Meadows Community College developmental writing pro- 
gram, graduate students in the English education program at the uni- 
versity were offered the opportunity to teach while attending the semi- 
nar and earning course credit toward their degrees. From this arrange- 
ment, TMCC gained a cadre of teachers who would receive training 
while on the job, new instructors who, unlike the typical adjunct, could 
be given the guidance needed to serve the program well. 

Several graduate students were attracted to the program and al- 
most all performed well in their teaching duties at the community col- 
lege. Several, in fact, continue to teach in the TMCC program while 
employed in the school district. These students, who were also enrolled 
in the English methods course at the university, helped bring a degree 
of "in-the-trenches" reality to course discussions by acquainting others 
with the plight of high school graduates not yet able to meet the writ- 
ing demands of college. 

During the first year of the project, the alliance applied for a 
Dwight D. Eisenhower grant through the University and Community 
College System of Nevada (UCCSN). Up to this point, the system had 
never approved funds for the humanities-based disciplines, funding 
exclusively projects related to mathematics and science instruction. But 
at the time, the system was becoming interested in collaborative projects 
involving the universities and colleges and the K-12 system. Ironically, 
the concern for collaboration arose from legislative demands that the 
colleges and universities play a role in K-12 schools' "gear-up" to meet 
instructional demands created by the adoption of the new state academic 
standards, the same force that had teachers scrambling for basic skills- 
oriented methodologies. Irony aside, the alliance was awarded $31,000 
to be used over a period of two years, in part to pay tuition and stipends 
for participating secondary teachers. 

Whether the project can continue to attract teachers without the 
tuition money is a question that cannot yet be answered. We also do not 
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know if we will be able to continue placing university graduate students 
in instructor positions at the college; without such placements, an im- 
portant dimension of the project will be lost. Even so, we think we would 
still be able to attract university students since seminar credits can be 
used to satisfy degree requirements. Our hope is that good things hap- 
pen in the seminar and that word about those good things will spread 
and attract new people to the project. 

Presently, we do have some preliminary data to suggest that the 
alliance is on the right track. Following each of the fall for-credit semi- 
nar courses, the alliance has offered four spring semester follow-up ses- 
sions to which no credit is attached. For both years, attendance has been 
gratifyingly high. We have also interviewed many of the first year's 
participants (we will do the same with second-year participants when 
the year is over), and most have expressed satisfaction with the experi- 
ence and a desire to participate in subsequent alliance discussions. We 
have encouraged them to carry their positive feelings into their schools. 

Methods and Results 

The alliance seminars are rather simple in format. Participants are as- 
signed readings from currently relevant texts and asked to reflect on the 
readings in response logs. Journal thoughts, then, become the stuff of 
discussion. The seminar leaders, Launie Gardner, Ana Douglass, and 
Stephen Lafer, alliance founders, guide discussion in such a way as to 
encourage participants to use theory to assess in-place strategies and 
evolve new ones when theory demands. A good part of the discussion 
of theory is oriented to establishing viable goals for the whole of the 
writing curriculum. The books used have been extremely effective in 
moving discussion along in this manner. Participants have read the es- 
says in Teaching with the Bedford Guide for College Writers and Joseph 
Harris's A Teaching Subject: Composition since 1966. Though these texts 
are oriented to issues of college writing, the secondary teachers have 
found them to be relevant to their work since college writing, for most 
teachers, represents the logical end of the writing instruction line. The 
texts, though, do not serve up agreed-upon answers to questions of 
curricular goals in writing. In fact, they illustrate the elusiveness of goals 
in the broader context of debates of national and international scope. 

Because the actual and real goals of writing instruction remain 
elusive, there is always a disorganized feel to seminar conversations. It 
is somehow rough and splintered, with topics taking the stage for spurts 
and then fading into obscurity, often to be revived on another day when 
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a new phase of conversation has been entered and some of the old stuff 
can be seen in a new relevance-revealing light. What does seem to weave 
itself through most of the conversation is inservice teachers' frustration 
with the constraints placed on them by the institutions in which they 
work. Teachers often want to agree with the goals to which the theory 
leads. They want to implement some of the strategies the conversation 
validates. But they understand the methods to be related to goals that 
are different from those being codified in the state's academic standards 
and enforced through accountability schemes relying primarily on stan- 
dardized tests. 

The Writing Alliance has not yet fully realized its goal of creating 
a true dialogue between college instructors, secondary teachers, and 
teacher educators. It has, however, uncovered several issues of impor- 
tance to all and brought about a better understanding by each of the 
perspectives of others. The profoundly important question of goal — of 
what writing instruction should attempt to achieve — has already been 
mentioned. Among the competing goals discussed to date are the fol- 
lowing: 

■ competence that allows one to succeed in the academic world 
and the world of work 

■ the ability and desire to engage in writing that leads to self- 
discovery and personal satisfaction 

■ the ability to write for the sake of acquiring power — political 
and otherwise 

■ the ability to participate fully as a citizen 

All of these goals are understood by most to be sensible ones, but the 
question of which should take precedence continuously arises. So too 
arise questions concerning a proper sequence of instruction that will get 
students to where they need to be (wherever that might be). Should, for 
example, middle school instruction be directly and primarily concerned 
with the type of writing required by the academy and the workplace? 
Or is there a progression, a developmental ladder that begins with one 
type of writing and moves students smoothly toward competency in 
others, from personal writing, say, to exposition and argumentation? 
And is the kind of exposition and argumentation sponsored by the acad- 
emy (if such a thing exists across and between universities) the kind of 
writing that allows one to write well for purposes other than those of 
the academy? 

These questions, broad in scope as they are, appear to be critical 
to the development of any kind of understanding of how college and 
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secondary English programs might better work together to get students 
to where they need to be. The answers to such questions are essential 
to discovering answers to those that are narrower and more specific: 
Should instruction focus first and foremost on the thought processes 
underlying the writing process? Or should form, format, and rules be 
emphasized? Or is there an integrated approach that somehow simul- 
taneously takes all into consideration at once? Does a focus on correct- 
ness inhibit critical thought and creativity? And how long can incorrect- 
ness be suffered before it begins to interfere with students learning what 
is necessary for achieving clarity and desirable effect? 

Some who helped bring these questions to the fore have com- 
plained at times that the seminar has yet to settle on answers. And it is 
true that the program has yet to reshape a single curriculum or influ- 
ence in any meaningful way the operation of any of the institutions that 
need to be affected. Some claim that they are more confused now than 
when they joined the seminar. And the truth is that we are more con- 
fused, probably because we know better the complexity of the issues 
that concern us. 

Can we use any of what we have learned to make things better? 
Probably, and just by talking. If we don't talk, we blame. And though 
we do blame when we talk, at least we can talk about the blaming and 
discover whether it is productive. It may be that laying blame in front 
of those blamed is not too comfortable a way to carry on discussion. 
But maybe it is the beginning of a more honest form of blame, one with 
the potential to become productive if we can discover a way to keep it 
from destroying our ability to talk. 

Nearing the end of year two, we are not certain what we have. 
We are not certain that what we have is good. But we do have some- 
thing we didn't have before. And that, at least, makes it possible for us, 
sometime in the future, to get to the good. Thus it is impossible for us 
to speak of the Nevada Writing Alliance in a unified voice. 

Voices 

In the following sections, we present a small sample of the voices of 
project participants. This is not by any means a representative sample. 
As with any seminar, each participant walked away with something 
different. We asked for reflections on each participant's personal expe- 
rience with the project. Four such reflections follow. One is that of Launie 
Gardner, a seminar facilitator, alliance co-founder, former director of the 
Northern Nevada Writing Project, and a teacher of English and social 
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studies in the Washoe County School District. Many years ago Launie 
was a student in the teacher education program at the University of 
Nevada, Reno, where she took at least one course from Stephen Lafer. 
She was also a participant in the Northern Nevada Writing Project when 
Stephen was a project co-director. 

Richard Hoadley is completing work on a teaching certificate and 
master's degree through the English education program at the univer- 
sity. He was one of the graduate students who took up the offer to teach 
developmental writing at TMCC and, as his comments show, found the 
experience to be a valuable one. 

Terry DeBarger is a teacher at Billinghurst Middle School in Reno. 
He works there on a team that includes a science teacher and a social 
studies teacher who share a long block of instructional time every sec- 
ond day. It is their responsibility to determine how that block can best 
be used, some days dividing it into equal seventy-minute chunks, other 
days using the whole block for a field trip or series of presentations by 
experts in fields related to the themes the group is studying. Terry is 
not a University of Nevada graduate; he holds an undergraduate de- 
gree from Amherst College and is pursuing a UNR degree through the 
English department's Master in the Teaching of English program. 

April Sawyer is a veteran teacher at Hug High School in Reno. 
As a result of her experience in the alliance project, she is working with 
Ana Douglass to bring developmental and first-semester college writ- 
ing courses to her campus. Seniors will be able to take the course as an 
elective and earn college credit for the second course in the sequence. 

Launie Gardner 

Oddly enough, until I participated in this grant/articulation project, I 
had not thought reflectively about how high school and college teach- 
ers view or treat students in their English and composition classes dif- 
ferently. Certainly, preparing my students for college was at the fore- 
front of everything I planned for my high school students since my 
classes were labeled college prep and supposedly 85 percent of my stu- 
dents went on to college. But I think that my assumptions about how 
to prepare them were based on my own experiences as an undergradu- 
ate and the advice of colleagues who frequently let me know what they 
expect students to do during their senior year (I taught juniors). 

As part of a school improvement project, our English department 
met for fifteen hours to discuss what we expect our students to accom- 
plish at each level of high school so that there will be continuity from 
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the first to the senior year. One thing I knew for sure was that what we 
expected them to be able to do and what we asked them to do rarely 
matched. After listening to other participants in the alliance seminar, 
not only those who teach at the college level but also colleagues from 
other high schools in the area, I can see now that some of my writing 
activities were more about preparing my students for their senior-level 
teachers than for the kind of writing tasks they would be asked to do in 
college. While I personally do not believe in teaching grammar out of 
context, for example, I have in the past put undue emphasis on correct- 
ness because I knew that the senior-level teachers were sensitive about 
such errors. 

Moreover, I had sold out and taught the Jane Schaeffer method 
because I knew that the senior-level teachers expected what they called 
"clear, organized thought" above what tends to be the messiness of true 
analysis. During the time the seminar met in the fall of 2000, 1 also taught 
a basic writing course for the first time at the community college. This 
helped me see firsthand the difficulties college teachers experience when 
trying to get their students to think critically about text when these stu- 
dents' writing has become banal because they are so worried about 
making "mistakes." 

And yet I can't say that I taught this basic writing class any dif- 
ferently than the courses I had taught previously for high school jun- 
iors. I saturated my students in writing experiences, and I encouraged 
them to write about what they knew and to make connections between 
their lives and the texts they were reading. I also emphasized the im- 
portance of correctness because I still felt the same pressures to make 
sure that my students were aware of their own mistakes. 

The faculty talk I heard at the community college was similar to 
that at the high school; instructors felt that student error was a definite 
weakness that reflected student inability to write. And I still believed 
that this emphasis on correctness often hindered their ability to think 
critically and thoughtfully. I have read enough to know that there are 
theorists who support the idea that students need to make mistakes if 
they are going to improve their writing, yet I was worried that if I could 
not get my students to focus on their own errors, I would be perceived 
as an incompetent teacher. I am still not sure of the best way to deal with 
this sensitive issue; I am well aware that students will always first be 
judged on how they use language at the surface level, but I also know 
that attending to that level will not help students increase their depth 
of thought or their willingness and ability to contend with more sophis- 
ticated thought in writing. 
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Because of the alliance seminar discussions and the work I was 
doing in my basic writing class, I did have one of those epiphanies that 
make you wonder why you didn't already know what you have just 
discovered. Unfortunately, what I came to know isn't something that 
will be accepted in most traditional high school classrooms. I was not 
giving any of my students enough time to talk about what they were 
reading, and this deficiency contributed to their inability to write effec- 
tive papers reflecting sound analysis of what they had read. But the 
routine in most traditional high school classrooms is to assign reading, 
test for comprehension (test that they have actually done the reading), 
and then assign students the task of writing about the reading, with the 
teacher's analysis possibly being the only "discussion" of the text that 
occurs. 

This now seems like something I should have known all along — 
my students, both high school and basic writers, need to talk, and talk 
a lot, about what they have read before I can expect them to write criti- 
cally about text. While I had always wondered why most of my high 
school writers had little to say about the text beyond summarizing it, it 
took the experience in the basic writing class for me to understand that 
writers can't write about a topic or reading they haven't worked through 
by talking about it in a variety of ways with their peers and without 
pressure from a teacher to interpret a piece in a particular way. 

Even after this experience, the way I teach juniors in high school 
will not be that different from the way I teach basic writers in college; 
both kinds of students need opportunities for writing in a safe environ- 
ment in order to build their confidence. Both groups need to be shown 
that they have control over a text and that they can validate their opin- 
ions by going back to the text to figure out why they responded to it as 
they did. Both groups need to be allowed to wade through the complex 
process of turning "felt" experience into substantiated reality. I would 
hope that my juniors in high school get enough of this kind of "condi- 
tioning" in my classroom to prepare them to write well at the college 
level. But I still can't answer fully why so many enter college not yet 
ready to do so. 

Richard Hoadley 

Rich in theory and poor in experience, I, the novice of our group, saw the 
similarities and the differences between secondary and college educa- 
tion with the fresh eyes of the uninitiated. I listened as my seminar col- 
leagues from middle and high school, where I intend to teach one day, talk- 
ed about the limitations of standards-based curricula and standardized 
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tests while I reveled in the freedom and autonomy I found in my col- 
lege classroom. All of this served mainly to reinforce my belief in stu- 
dent-centered learning and to make a career in higher education look 
more and more attractive. 

It is not difficult for a bunch of teachers to get bogged down in 
the negativity of standardization and the increasing number of limita- 
tions imposed on teachers these days that force them to teach to the tests 
and do other things that go against our professional knowledge and 
teacher's instincts. Our conversations headed down that road more than 
once, but we did try to stay focused on the positives, on finding solu- 
tions, many of which I was immediately able to use in my teaching. The 
freedom I had in the college teaching experience to practice what I knew 
to be good pedagogy might spoil me as a public school teacher. But the 
knowledge I gained from the seminar has made me want to hang on to 
the practices I have acquired. 

As a beginning college teacher of beginning college students, I 
was surprised by the number of high school graduates enrolling in ba- 
sic writing courses because they could not pass the placement tests that 
would have allowed them take regular first-year writing courses. To my 
amazement, Truckee Meadows Community College was running about 
twenty sections of English 090, all full, with waiting lists for most of the 
classes. Even many of those who do get into the regular entry-level 
course, English 101, struggle to write effectively. 

Helping these first-year college students who arrived on campus 
often with debilitating deficiencies in the ability to write, deficiencies 
both real and imagined, is no easy task. In planning a curriculum, I had 
to look realistically at what could be accomplished in a single semester, 
in a few hours each week. I certainly wasn't going to "fix" all the prob- 
lems twelve years of public school education could not. But I realized I 
could do much to set my students on the right path, mainly through 
practice and some well-timed help from me. Mostly what I was able to 
offer were coping strategies — Band-Aids, if you will — but strategies that 
could serve students well in their effort to succeed in college writing. 

Perhaps the most important initial coping strategy teachers can 
offer is a change in habits, such as getting an early start on assignments 
and involving others in reviewing and proofing papers. The last minute, 
single-draft habit is most likely the root cause of most unsuccessful at- 
tempts at college writing. Instilling a new writing ethic, a commitment 
to stick with each paper until it is truly good enough, was a focus of my 
course throughout the semester. 
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In our area's secondary schools, the steps of the writing process 
model are a regularly repeated element in the curriculum. Yet it is clear 
that many of the students in the basic writing course do not understand 
what process means, or choose to avoid entering into a process when 
developing papers. They are unfamiliar with or don't understand the 
common sense of Barry Lane's revised version of the process model, 
which consists of revision followed by revision followed by revision 
followed by revision. Teaching students that good writing is indeed a 
process of multiple revisions must be a part of any good course for ba- 
sic writers. 

Many of the writers in the English 090 course are content to hand 
in their first efforts — to hand in something, anything, just to be done. 
This is, of course, an effective way to avoid rewriting but also a good 
way to avoid success. Those who are competent, reflective writers — 
including many writing instructors — may not be aware that fear drives 
this behavior. A person who sees him- or herself as incompetent is of- 
ten reluctant to share work with others who might help the writer see 
the writing more objectively and precipitate revision. If these writers 
are asked to have someone else look at their work, they often do so 
grudgingly. Breaking down this fear is a real challenge. 

One of the most interesting, and most distressing, aspects of the 
basic writing course is the pressure from the outside to enforce correct- 
ness. Most of those who complain do not themselves have the insight 
or patience to untangle and interpret illogical and ungrammatical work. 
I knew I would have to address issues of language mechanics but be- 
lieved that lectures and exercises on faulty sentences were probably 
what turned off a majority of my students in the first place. And it was 
apparent from the first diagnostic papers they wrote that the range of 
problems was so wide as to make lessons on all pertinent issues impos- 
sible. Instead, I arranged for conferences in which I could address indi- 
vidual needs. I also devised a plan that allowed me to address correct- 
ness without making all involved hate the classes. 

I asked my students to write in journals, with a page or two de- 
voted to compiling errors that they were to transcribe from returned 
papers. This practice allowed them to focus on mistakes in the context 
of their own writing and served as a reference when they were devel- 
oping final drafts. At the same time, I encouraged students to use ev- 
ery resource available for helping writers clean up final drafts: 
spellchecking and grammar checking programs, the college writing 
center, tutors, classmates, friends, and parents. To encourage editing and 
revision, mistakes did not count until th e final final draft. 
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I noticed that surface-level errors tended to increase with the dif- 
ficulty of the writing task, but I did not want to scare students away 
from attempts to put sophisticated thought on paper. Focusing on the 
recursive process of moving ever closer to writing that reflected real 
depth of thought and sophisticated thinking gave students an oppor- 
tunity to create real essays that meant something — to them and to those 
who would read them. Separating error checking from reasoning and 
the structuring of ideas in text allowed students to write papers that 
were more substantial than the safe but shallow themes many had writ- 
ten to earn passing grades in high school English courses. 

Frank Smith separates composition from transcription and con- 
siders composition the more important and more difficult of the two. 
Transcription, he says, is a skill that involves memorization of a set of 
rules that can and will be learned with practice and some guidance. The 
more a person writes, the better he or she becomes at using the rules to 
achieve correctness. Most of my students identify themselves as poor 
spellers, poor users of correct English grammar, and poor users of proper 
English mechanics. But these problems pale in significance to their in- 
ability to read closely, analyze, draw conclusions, and organize thought 
into logical, readable pieces of writing. These are the real problems and 
this is where our attention as writing teachers needs to be focused. 

In the classes I taught, we wrote a lot and revised papers together 
until they were truly good enough, holding them up to high and au- 
thentic standards. We spent a considerable amount of time proudly 
sharing these perfected products. And I was quite honest about my 
shortcomings as a writer, about the fact that I was still learning and by 
no means an expert. I shared my writings with my students and even 
assigned myself their projects, drafting and composing alongside them 
to get a feel for the difficulties and frustrations they might have as they 
practiced to become effective college writers. 

I also realized early on, from the seminar and from a survey I took 
of my classes, that these students weren't just preparing for college 
writing but were already being asked to write in the other courses they 
were taking. The same students who were struggling in my classroom 
were being asked in their psychology, business, and Western civiliza- 
tion courses to write the papers my course was intended to help them 
learn to write. They are expected to demonstrate proficiency before they 
are proficient. As long as colleges fail to understand the consequences 
of writing-across-the-curriculum (WAC) initiatives for basic writing 
students, writing at the college level will continue to discourage a good 
many intellectually competent students from continuing with their col- 
lege careers. 
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The seminar discussions constantly came back to issues of what 
the goal of writing instruction at the different levels should be. The WAC 
issue suggests that college instructors from different disciplines need 
to consider who their students are and what expectations they can have 
for entry-level students who are struggling to find their way through 
the difficult process of learning to write effectively as thinking adults. 
Further, teachers of English at all levels need to seriously consider their 
mission. A simple survey will show that most of the students in any 
given course are not and will not become English majors. Therefore, to 
what ends do we teach literary analysis and writing that shows the re- 
sults of deep reading of text? We need to consider whether and how 
the teaching in our courses helps or hinders students when they meet 
the writing tasks set in courses other than English. Can our work help 
students derive meaning from nonliterary texts? Does our work help 
students write the kinds of papers that WAC-oriented, non-English 
teachers want them to write? What adjustments might we make to our 
writing courses with goals such as these in mind? And what conversa- 
tions do we need to have with our WAC recruits to save them from 
damaging the confidence of the fledgling writers who populate our 
developmental writing courses? 

Terry DeBarger 

The seminar was a refreshing introduction to the world of composition 
education. As the only participant teaching at the middle school level, 
I had a tremendous opportunity to examine my role in a community of 
professionals with whom I had had little opportunity for contact, and 
the opportunity to share with them the perspective I had developed 
through my work with middle school students. The commonality of our 
concerns was striking, as was the variation in approaches we'd taken 
in our teaching of writing. With the development of student writing as 
a central point of reference, we probed some of the questions all teach- 
ers of writing seem to have. We all wanted to know, for example, the 
types of writing that students should expect to write at higher levels. 
This was one of the seemingly simple but highly complex questions that 
seminar participants considered with a range of students in mind. At a 
basic level, I discovered, college students in basic composition courses 
are expected to read one or more texts and write something "smart" 
about them. Some postsecondary students arrive ready and willing to 
do this, but an alarming number are not able to convey their thoughts 
adequately on paper, let alone in a manner that would signify "smart." 
Indeed, those who had worked with students in the basic writing 
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courses said that many of these students could not read the texts they 
were assigned in an "adequate" manner. "Shouldn't they have learned 
this in high school?" I wondered. "Or earlier?" I was forced to wonder 
what these students had been asked to read and to write before they 
got to college. 

In middle school, as in high school, writing instruction responds 
to the demands and limitations of district standards, state standards, 
approved texts, state- and district-sanctioned assessment programs, and 
department policies. The school board, parents, and the community at 
large expect middle school to be preparatory training for high school. 
They expect high school to provide preparatory training for college, 
which they assume to be the training ground for professional careers. 
To meet perceived demands, dutiful teachers revert to the few "tried 
and true" approaches available. If it is November, time for the five-para- 
graph essay. December? Compare and contrast. January . . . introduce 
the business letter. And so on. Yet this sort of instruction, repeated with 
limited variation over six years of postelementary schooling, has failed 
to enable large numbers of students, many of them college-bound, to 
read and write smartly. I have come to believe that formulaic writing is 
hobbling, often preventing students from becoming engaged with com- 
plex material and attempting to respond to these complexities in writ- 
ing. Thus, I have been forced to ask, "What should students be expected 
to write?" — a question that has nagged at me throughout the semester. 

It is too simplistic to label any curriculum or part of a curriculum 
as an essential rung on the ladder that leads to competent college writ- 
ing and/ or writing that is acceptable to the business world. Given that 
over one-fourth of my middle school students will not complete high 
school, it is wholly unreasonable to build my middle school writing 
program around college and business expectations. But if not college 
or business demands, what should shape objectives for middle and high 
school writing instruction? While I would not presume to speak for all 
middle school educators, I believe that middle school language arts 
teachers differ more from high school teachers in their approach to teach- 
ing than high school teachers do from their college counterparts. Col- 
lege and high school teachers are, or at least seem to be, tied to English 
as a discipline, as a course of study. They share a common link to litera- 
ture as an area of study. Though their work situations are different, they 
share their connection to subject. Middle school teachers are more 
loosely tied to subject, more tightly bound up in the awkwardness of 
early adolescent students. We middle school teachers teach "English," 
but we do not always have degrees in English. We are just as likely to 
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be trained as elementary school educators as literary critics. Our atten- 
tion is directed less toward the subject than to the learner. 

Thus, we have been willing to experiment with writing work- 
shops and literacy workshops. These approaches have been discussed 
in works by Nancie Atwell, Linda Rief, Janet Allen, and others who write 
for middle school English educators. They advocate for classrooms in 
which students have choice in reading and choice in writing with sup- 
port from teachers in developing skills. Students often, though not al- 
ways, write in the personal voice and often, though not always, read 
young adult fiction. Choice in reading and writing activities provides a 
powerful incentive to write meaningfully. The intent of middle school 
teachers is to encourage children to join the literacy club, to become will- 
ing readers and writers. This approach stands in contrast to traditional 
programs that are built on a body of canonical literature and the study 
of specific academic forms of writing. By addressing the needs of stu- 
dents before the needs of the discipline, middle school teachers believe 
they are helping students develop attitudes essential to the development 
of skills that will allow them to become smart readers and smart writers. 

None of this would sound unfamiliar to my middle school col- 
leagues; however, a number of people in the seminar were as unfamil- 
iar with Nancie Atwell and Linda Rief as I was with Wayne Booth and 
David Bartholomae. Yet I was struck by the relevance of the readings 
and discussions that were not tailored to teachers of early adolescents. 
As the class examined writing and composition instruction, it quickly 
became clear to me that there is need for discussion between college, 
high school, and middle school teachers. I would not argue that Atwell's 
approach can be directly translated into sound curriculum for college 
composition courses, but her ideas may lead instructors in interesting 
directions, just as Joseph Williams's "Phenomenology of Error" has 
taken me in new directions. As we examine our particular circumstances, 
we can benefit from the expertise of those who are not usually a part of 
our regular discussions. 

April Sawyer 

I have been struggling with my section of this chapter, believing that if 
I did enough prethinking about our class, the Seminar in the Teaching 
of Writing, I would come up with a focus. But I didn't. What persists is 
the same confusion about the teaching of writing that I felt while tak- 
ing this class last semester. 

In spite of my confusion and that of other seminar participants, 
or perhaps because of it, two issues seem to stand out in our minds. One 
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major concern is the different levels and types of motivation we find in 
students at various stages of their education. Students below the age of 
seventeen are forced to be in school, while students enrolled in courses 
at institutions of higher education are there by choice. For me, the re- 
sulting difference in attitude cannot be overstated. The goal of students 
who are forced to be in school is, quite simply, to get out of school. For 
many, this means concentrating primarily on passing classes and jump- 
ing through the hoops — meeting the minimum standards. Students of- 
ten ask, "What do I have to do to pass this class?" On the other hand, 
students enrolled in higher education classes have various reasons for 
being there, none of which involves the enforcement of a law. Teachers 
must recognize and address this essential distinction in their classrooms. 

It is true that many teachers do identify this difference in moti- 
vation, but the question remains: how do we address this difference? 
Teachers in our seminar seemed to have no answers and instead pur- 
sued another, but related, query — the purpose of writing courses. Are 
we preparing students to express themselves or to write as they need 
to for instructors they will meet in various college departments? This 
was the second matter that dominated discussion in the seminar. 

It was simultaneously reassuring and disconcerting to discover 
that among college English teachers there is no consistency of purpose. 
Differences can be found both among colleges and within colleges; some 
professors prepare students as writers and others prepare students to 
write for professors. This was valuable information since high school 
English teachers face the same dilemma and are not consistent about 
their expectations for students. 

High school teachers in our seminar expressed doubt that their 
assignments actually address the needs of students with varied futures. 
Some students will seek an advanced education while others will pur- 
sue a job to support themselves or their families. This raises the ques- 
tion of how any individual course will work to promote the well-being 
of any particular student. Our doubt about the purpose of writing was 
soon joined by doubt concerning the teaching of language mechanics. 
In order to write for self-expression or for college professors, do stu- 
dents need to concern themselves first with mechanical correctness or 
do students need to grapple first with analysis, connection making, and 
the discovery of hidden meanings in texts? 

Seminar teachers seemed to agree that perhaps these purposes do 
not have to interfere with one another. In order to write for self-expres- 
sion, the student must question and search unhindered by a concern 
for mechanics. This process is not so different from that required for 
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writing meant to demonstrate an understanding of material covered in 
a college course: students first need to synthesize the material by get- 
ting messy with their thinking and then with their writing. In both cases, 
correct mechanics will follow and are important insofar as they promote 
reader comprehension. 

In the end, we arrived at no solid conclusions. This is ambiguity 
in its most acute manifestation, and like many teachers who demand 
order and form in what we do and ask others to do, the seminar teach- 
ers found this uncertainty challenging, perhaps too challenging to en- 
dure. Consequently, the seminar continues, not for college credit, but 
because we seek and desire answers — which, perchance, do not exist — 
to our questions, which are many. 

Conclusion 

Perhaps the level of ambiguity the course generated was too much for 
all involved, because everyone who attended the seminar walked out 
of class on more than one day frustrated by the group's inability to draw 
conclusions, solutions that would lead to a clear and orderly pedagogy 
that would lead students to success in writing. But effective writing 
pedagogy is as difficult for teachers to come by as clarity and order in 
writing is for students involved in authentic writing activities. Good 
writing is often about that which is complex, not easy to understand or 
make understandable to others. It is about ideas the writer has mulled 
over in order to make them sensible for self and for others. Good writ- 
ing is not easy, nor is it easy to teach. Teaching effective writing is ex- 
tremely complex because it involves the complexity of complex minds 
dealing with complex subjects. Effective writing instruction helps stu- 
dents understand that complex topics are worthy of study, that they are 
capable of studying complicated issues, and that they themselves have 
complex minds and therefore their writing is worthy of study by others. 

What is good about the seminar and the Nevada Writing Alliance 
project as a whole is that they are not orderly. They are, in a word, messy. 
And they are messy because they are concerned with the messy pro- 
cess of writing and the messier process of helping students become com- 
petent, effective writers. 

Perhaps the seminar experience will allow those who have par- 
ticipated to give themselves some room for experimentation. Perhaps 
it will give them courage to become participants in the discourse about 
the teaching of writing, to assert themselves by arguing their own po- 
sitions and listening deeply to the assertions others make about proper 
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pedagogy. Maybe the messiness of the topic is a messiness that needs 
to be experienced to be understood, and perhaps the ramifications of 
that understanding are critical to the development of classrooms that 
grow good writers, good thinkers who can write. Thirty students think- 
ing in thirty different ways makes for a healthy environment in which 
to learn how to write. Thirty students thinking in thirty different ways 
trying to be understood by twenty-nine others who think differently 
than they do is a messy classroom indeed. Managing so many voices 
while trying to get something done can be a daunting task. The seminar 
leaders had at most fifteen voices to manage, and even so the classroom 
was a messy one — but one in which much did get done. 
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IV High School to College: 
How Smooth a T ransition? 



The previous chapters demonstrate that teachers from different grade 
levels can learn from each other even when they disagree. In Chapter 
8, Janet Alsup, a former high school teacher, and Michael Bernard- 
Donals, a college writing program administrator, engage in one of their 
many friendly disagreements about writing, this time about whether 
the move from high school writing to college writing could — or even 
should — be considered a transition. 

In Chapter 9, college professor Wendy Strachan asks a group of 
high school teachers what they see as their responsibilities as English 
teachers. Their answers, and the conversations that follow, highlight 
some of the differences in contexts and goals for high school teachers 
and their college counterparts — differences that explain why the "tran- 
sition" can be so difficult. 
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Janet Alsup 

Purdue University 

Michael Bemard-Donals 

University of Wisconsin 

Janet and Mike have been arguing about teaching for over five years now. 
Janet, trained as a teacher educator with an expertise in the teaching of 
writing, and Mike, trained as a rhetorical theorist with experience as a 
writing program administrator, have taught courses and participated 
together on conference panels about what writing can and can't do. What 
follows is the beginning of another argument: is it possible to provide a 
seamless transition from high school to college writing? 



Janet: I met Mike in the winter semester of 1997 at the University of 
Missouri-Columbia. I was in my first year of graduate school in a Ph.D. 
program in English education, and I had signed up for Mike's Rhetoric 
and Pedagogy of the Holocaust course, a graduate-level seminar in 
rhetoric and composition, a discipline I had chosen as a support area 
on my program of study. I was still a little unsure about my future suc- 
cess in graduate school and more than a little intimidated by my uni- 
versity professors who all seemed so smart, and Mike was no excep- 
tion. I was fascinated by the reading and discussion in the class, and I 
was pleasantly surprised by the emphasis Mike put on teaching — not 
only a concern for how we, his students, were experiencing his course, 
but also a concern for how undergraduate courses about the Holocaust 
might most effectively be taught. Mike even allowed the final seminar 
paper to take the form of a course plan that would devise and lay out a 
writing course based on Holocaust texts and the idea of Holocaust rep- 
resentation. Of course, being a former high school teacher and a cur- 
rent graduate student in education, I took Mike up on his offer. I created a 
course plan for an intermediate university-level writing course that re- 
volved around the reading and discussion of Holocaust fiction, poetry, 
memoir, film, and history. To my surprise, Mike asked if I wanted to 
implement the class the following fall. I accepted with much excitement, 
and we began planning to teach English 120, Writing the Holocaust. 
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Mike: Janet was one of two graduate students from English education 
in the graduate seminar, and the two of them together really held my 
feet to the fire of teaching, particularly the teaching of writing. That's 
why I wanted so much to give Janet a chance to teach the course, with 
me if possible: I wanted to see whether the theoretical foundations of 
writing would bear out in practice, and the course Janet proposed would 
allow us to test this. She paired an interest in pedagogies that worked, 
from her experience teaching high school, with a critically acute sense 
that even if something worked, if it didn't originate from a sound posi- 
tion — call it epistemology if you like, or call it a sense of how writing 
hooks onto the world, in Eugene Garver's term — we shouldn't be do- 
ing it. This was an especially important issue in this course. We had 
thirty-eight students who were "prepared" as writers in high school and 
by the compulsory first-year writing course, but who were put pro- 
foundly ill at ease when asked to wrestle with difficult questions and 
take positions on controversial issues. Through teaching this course with 
Janet, I became more than just passingly interested in how high school 
and first-year writing both does and doesn't prepare college students 
for the writing they're likely to do both in the academy and outside of it. 

Janet: Since that class, Mike and I have collaborated on several teach- 
ing and writing projects. Our mutual respect for the other's knowledge 
has enabled us to learn from and with the other. To date, Mike and I 
have co-presented on five conference panels or presentations and co- 
written two essays (including this one). One topic of discussion to which 
we often return, whether officially on a panel or over drinks afterward, 
is writing pedagogy. Mike and I have expressed some basic differences 
in pedagogical philosophy over the years, although our thinking has 
also influenced the other in positive ways. I know that my beliefs about 
teaching have changed due to Mike's influence. I often, for example, 
argue for student-centered pedagogies, pedagogies that privilege stu- 
dent choice and risk taking. Mike, while not resistant to these ideas, sees 
them in a different context: a rhetorical context. Mike's emphasis on the 
language of argument and rhetoric is sometimes hard for me to swal- 
low, perhaps because I was not trained in classical rhetoric or perhaps 
because the language seems so inaccessible that I can't imagine using 
such an approach with adolescents. At the same time, Mike and I tend 
to balance each other: when I argue for a "safe environment" for unen- 
cumbered student expression, and Mike argues that writing is an ethi- 
cal act that requires taking a stance, we often find a middle ground that 
balances safety with rigor, or what could be called my brand of "social 
epistemic expressivism" with Mike's "social epistemic rhetoricism." 
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As Mike noted, a recent topic of discussion between us has been 
how to prepare high school students for college writing. At the fall 2000 
NCTE Annual Convention in Milwaukee, we presented as part of a 
roundtable panel (along with two other educators) called "Toward a 
Seamless High School-to-College Writing Curriculum." One of the 
things we discovered during this presentation is that "seamlessness" 
may not be an appropriate or realistic goal. This isn't to say that progress 
can't be made, however, or that communication between high school 
teachers, teacher educators, and university writing faculty can't improve 
student writing skills and subsequent academic success. But how should 
we approach this conversation? How can secondary and university 
writing teachers best communicate about college writing? 

Mike: What, exactly, is "college writing?" Depending on which first- 
year writing director you ask, you'll get a variety of answers. I've now 
taught at four different colleges, each with the same stated mission — to 
prepare its students for the intellectual work of the world and to do it 
in a way that stresses the inquiry over the answer — and yet "college 
writing" at each couldn't have been more different. At one, writing was 
seen as the accurate communication of ideas, and the pedagogy was 
straight out of the Royal Society; at another, writing was seen as the 
expression of an individual's relation with the world, and the pedagogy 
was informed by a constructivist-flecked expressivism that could have 
come straight out of a self-help manual. One reason the seamless tran- 
sition from high school to college writing is a fantasy is that there's no 
such thing as "college writing." 

Another reason is that, as I've seen from my own experience at 
state-sponsored research-oriented universities of between 17,000 and 
41,000 students, not all colleges are the same. They don't have the same 
mission, in part because their students come from remarkably varied 
backgrounds. It may be appropriate to use Corbett's Classical Rhetoric 
for the Modern Student in a university where most students won't have 
trouble understanding what an enthymeme is or the difference between 
induction and deduction; it may not be appropriate to do so with stu- 
dents whose high school English teachers didn't assign any writing, or 
with students who speak a language other than English at home or with 
friends. Andrea Lunsford's assessment of the changes that have oc- 
curred in the demography of the first-year college student — changes 
wrought by vast material, cultural, and ideological changes in notions 
of literacy, education, and writing — accounts for those students who 
make it to college. 1 But there exists an equal number of students who 
don't go on to college (and there are smaller numbers who do but who 
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are woefully underprepared by elementary and secondary institutions) 
who complicate the idea of the seamless transition: does the fact that 
they don't make it mean that teachers aren't doing their jobs adequately? 

Janet: That's a good question. As a former high school English teacher 
and a current teacher educator, I often think about how best to prepare 
secondary school students for life after high school. I want my current 
students, preservice high school English teachers, to know how to fa- 
cilitate student growth and learning and ease the transition of their fu- 
ture students into college, technical education, the world of work, or 
whatever path they may choose. Of course, this is a huge instructional 
task. I find myself trying to teach something about which I'm unsure 
anyone can give definitive, one-size-fits-all advice. To make matters 
more difficult, my students, about to embark on their careers as English 
teachers, want me to give them such definitive advice. Semester after 
semester they ask, "How do I motivate my students to write?"; "How 
do I get students to revise and not just respond to my corrections?"; and 
"How do I grade and evaluate student writing in the fairest, most just, 
way?" These are tough questions that I can (and do) address with my 
students — but give definitive answers? Only in my dreams! The home 
and school lives; socioeconomic status; and racial, ethnic, and gender 
identities of secondary school students are so varied that it is difficult 
to know how any one class or student will respond to instruction. In 
addition, no common future awaits these students, for their futures will 
vary as greatly as their present lives do. We know that not all will at- 
tend or complete college, for example. But what will they do instead? 
The answers range from technical school to a life of crime. 

Mike: Well, then, let me talk about the question of transition for those 
students who do go on to college. My comments question the notion of 
seamlessness because the first-year curriculum we've just implemented 
at Wisconsin shows some ragged seams. That is, it demonstrates what 
sorts of things are not learned in high school, or maybe what sorts of 
things are learned there that are made more complicated once students 
get to college. Nevertheless, what holds high school and college writ- 
ing together — and what holds it together in our curriculum at Wiscon- 
sin — is understanding argument and invention as ethical acts: that in 
writing, we create (for better or worse) the future in which we're fated 
to act. 

First, why rhetoric? Or, given the rise of postprocess theories 
founded on constructivist models of thought or on studies of culture or 
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literacy, why would we want to resurrect this old-fashioned term that, 
in the wake of the 2000 presidential election, sounds like another term 
for the spin that results from contested ballots? In fact, far from being a 
catalog of style, or a formal system of language and thought sucked dry 
by most textbooks (including some good ones), rhetoric is simply an- 
other term for argumentative discourse. If being rhetorical is what we 
have to be in the face of a contingent world — a world ruled not by the 
laws of nature but by human behavior that is often unpredictable even 
when the humans in question like and understand one another — then 
argument is how we make sense of those contingencies. By argument I 
don't mean the kind of disagreement a high school student has with a 
parent or sibling; it doesn't involve shouting or name-calling. Argument 
is the instrument people use to probe, in a principled way, one another's 
statements about who they are, what they know, and how they under- 
stand the circumstances in which they live and communicate with one 
another. Rhetoric is finding the available means of persuasion in any 
given case; argument is what you do once you've found them. To ar- 
gue, you not only need to know something about the given case and 
about the people with whom you're arguing, but you also need to use 
that knowledge to change the nature of the case and the people involved. 

Janet: I'm not so sure that the principles connecting high school and 
college writing curricula need to be explicitly rhetorical, though I don't 
believe they're necessarily exclusive of rhetoric. Regardless, I have spe- 
cific ideas about what I think should be included in a high school writ- 
ing curriculum and the philosophical /theoretical principles on which 
an effective curriculum should rest. I believe, for example, that students 
and teachers should understand writing as a process of inquiry. Many 
English education texts include discussions of writing (and reading) as 
a process of inquiry, stretching back to John Dewey in the 1930s, mov- 
ing through the work of Emig and Berthoff in the 1970s and 1980s, and 
culminating in contemporary texts such as George Hillocks's Teaching 
Writing as Reflective Practice (1995). Inquiry can be analogous to "criti- 
cal thinking," "analysis," and even "argument." When applied to the 
teaching of writing, a process of inquiry includes the following stages: 
development of interest in a topic; exploration of this interest through 
reading, talk, and prewriting; crystallization of a question or issue to 
be explored; drafting of a text; discussion of text with peers and instruc- 
tor; revision; asking new questions; revision again; editing; and finally 
sharing with an audience. Of course, writers could revise, discuss, and 
reformulate questions and texts indefinitely, until they have to stop 
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because of time or audience demands. The point is that inquiry is a 
thinking process in addition to being a writing process. That is why the 
discussion and definition of topic sentences, paragraph structure, the- 
sis statements, and the like can be troubling. These terms, and often the 
modes of teaching them, imply that there are discrete bits of knowledge 
about writing, facts that are applicable to any writing process or task, 
that can be learned in isolation from a real writing project and real in- 
quiry. 

Mike: But what you've said sounds a lot like rhetoric, or maybe more 
specifically, argument. Argument involves taking a position on a topic 
or subject on which reasonable people may disagree. This statement has 
several implications. One is that ideally writing is not merely exposi- 
tory. Describing the position you take on abortion, say, or on whether 
English should be the country's official language doesn't help you en- 
gage or argue with someone who takes the opposing position. The re- 
search paper, the bane of first-year writing teachers, is a case in point: 
laying out a thorough description of what Napster is (to use an example 
I've seen recently in writing classes at Wisconsin), or what the legal 
debates surrounding it have been, is great fun. But (and I know this from 
experience) knowing those positions, or even how cool the technology 
is, doesn't help if you're not willing to explain why you think it's a good 
idea for this technology to proliferate. In order to take a position on an 
issue about which reasonable people disagree, a writer needs to under- 
stand the foundation of the argument, the more general claims — what 
Toulmin called "warrants" — to which all parties have to agree in order 
for the argument to proceed. Argument involves widening the intellec- 
tual context in which arguments are made, and that means giving writ- 
ers an opportunity to explore not just the "opinions" and "facts" of the 
case, but also where "opinion" and "fact" bleed into one another de- 
pending on which party in the argument you're listening to. Making 
an argument means not just laying out what you know about an issue 
(going to the library, mining your own experience), but also finding out 
what your interlocutor knows and figuring out what common ground 
you share, what assumptions bind you together, and how opinion and 
received facts are shaped (and not just "found"). 

Part of the problem is that "audience analysis" of the writing text- 
book variety often devolves into dreadful tautology: the answer to the 
question of who might be the audience for an essay on the presidential 
election in Time magazine is often "people who read Time magazine." 
Knowledge, in other words, is built in communities that share assump- 
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tions, but those assumptions often go unexamined. Sometimes those 
assumptions are products of a culture or a discourse, but sometimes 
they're not. Sometimes those assumptions are the products of conditions 
or civic circumstances that aren't reducible to knowledge. It's one thing 
to know the demographics of the group likely to read Time magazine, 
or to vote for Ralph Nader, or to be affected by certain kinds of adver- 
tising campaigns; it's another to see beneath the language, the discourse, 
and the arguments to get a glimpse of the structures of the polis that 
gives those arguments shape. One place where Richard Rorty's prag- 
matism falls down is in his insistence that language goes all the way 
down — that there are no material foundations we can access without 
the mediation of language — and that by changing the way people de- 
scribe things, we can change circumstances. We may be able to change 
how people see the abortion debate by asking them to investigate how 
that knowledge is shaped; but given the choice of what to do in the face 
of an unexpected pregnancy, the material constraints placed on single 
mothers — the scarcity of abortion clinics, the dynamics of one's family, 
the dozens of people holding placards in the street — have palpable but 
often unreasonable effects, effects that shape what can and can't be ar- 
gued. Argument is important because it forces writers to understand 
how what we know sometimes butts heads with circumstances that 
seem beyond our control, and it forces writers to consider not just au- 
dience but also the real circumstances that constrain audiences and the 
civic communities in which they live and work. 

My last point is that argument is inextricably tied to ethics. Some- 
thing high school students successfully take away from their English 
classes is that clear, critical writing helps them analyze and interpret 
literature successfully. What's less clear is whether students understand 
what good this ability is outside the school or classroom (short of get- 
ting them into a good college). If we understand ethics as the analysis 
of one's circumstances and the ways in which those circumstances de- 
termine what we can do and how we can act, then every argument has 
ethical consequences, consequences that may not be precisely what the 
writer might have imagined . 2 Recognizing that individuals live in a 
polis, in which all members are responsible for the welfare of all the 
others, means that one understands some constraints as inexorable and 
beyond one's control. Taking and arguing a position requires that you 
know how your fellows may arrive at the same, or a very different, 
position and how what you advocate affects members of your own com- 
munity and — perhaps more profoundly — those outside it. In other 
words, it requires an ethical orientation toward others. Now, in some 
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cases, you're just not going to change another person's mind for the 
same reasons that it's exceedingly hard to change the law of gravity or 
to challenge some scientific paradigms: there are circumstances — and 
other individuals — that act in ways you can't account for beforehand. 
One result of this recognition is that the writer needs to be humble even 
when he or she is the most certain: although compromise isn't always 
required, some things about your audience and about the world you 
and they share simply aren't easily knowable. 

So what does all this have to do with the transition from high 
school to college writing? What I've just described as the principles of 
argument meet and constructively complicate the criteria Janet set out 
for inquiry. First, argument is a mode of inquiry par excellence so long 
as you don't see it as a substitute for wangling a deal or see its aim as 
"winning." If Toulmin and Perelman have taught us anything, it's that 
we should understand argument as "a process of inquiry with others," 
a way of reaching decisions on sometimes difficult issues in ways that 
involve others on whom those decisions impinge. The formulation of a 
claim is more complicated than "finding a topic," in that claims involve 
narrowing a topic of invention to a statement of ethical obligation. 
Rather than take Napster as a topic — which would involve exploring 
all of the issues involved, such as its origins, the controversy surround- 
ing it, the differences of opinion on patent and copyright law that have 
arisen — a writer should situate the topic much more locally and take a 
position on one of those more local issues (Does Napster violate copy- 
right law? Does it involve intellectual property? Do Napster and related 
software programs outstrip the law?). Exploration and research would 
then involve gathering data to support the claim, data that aren't sim- 
ply cumulative but that require an ability to sort the relevant from the 
irrelevant, the related from the unrelated. But it also involves under- 
standing how data that support a claim counter to the one chosen need 
to be integrated into the argument and argued against. To know this, 
students also need to understand the concept of "warrants," the more 
general claim that underwrites the more particular one they've chosen 
to make. So to argue that Napster is illegal because it violates copyright 
law, students need to know how copyright law works and what it pro- 
tects, because the warrant "the violation of copyright is a violation of 
law" needs to be made part of the argument and needs to be re- 
searched — and understood — as such. As students do so — as they ex- 
plore not just the Napster issue but also the warrant on which it is 
founded (issues of copyright law and the idea of intellectual property), 
their claims may change, their emphases may shift, and the positions 
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they take may become more complicated or fraught. What is most im- 
portant here is that students realize the complexity of the intellectual 
process of inquiry, that it involves more than fact-finding, and that as 
the process continues there's an equal chance that their claims will be- 
come strained as that they will become stronger. 

Janet: I agree. Central to an understanding that writing is a process of 
inquiry is the fact that writing is also often used for critical purposes. I 
don't mean that students should write through a critical (i.e., theoreti- 
cal) lens, such as feminist or Marxist, but I do mean that students should 
be critical, and they should write analytically about topics they want to 
investigate. Writing critically necessitates writing about topics impor- 
tant to the student writer's life and sociocultural, ethnic, or family re- 
alities. Robert Yagelski's Literacy Matters: Writing and Reading the Social 
Self addresses the concept of "local literacies," or literacy acts that are 
relevant and meaningful to the individual student. Viewed this way, 
literacy becomes more than a set of skills to be learned; it becomes "at 
heart an effort to construct a self within ever-shifting discourses" (9). 
Yagelski resists oversimplification of the act of writing as learning dis- 
crete subsets of skills such as punctuation, paragraph structure, and 
spelling. Instead, he exposes literacy learning, which includes reading 
and speaking as well as writing, for the culturally determined and in- 
stitutionally defined experience that it is. Instead of simply being a pro- 
cess of decoding and encoding symbols, literacy is at the center of hu- 
man development and essential to intellectual and ethical growth. 

Critical writing is often a component of critical pedagogy, intro- 
duced to Western educators by Paulo Freire and elaborated on by Ira 
Shor, Peter McLaren, and Henry Giroux, among others. Critical peda- 
gogy is often called pedagogy for the "process of freedom" or for the 
intellectual (and sometimes material) liberation of students. Students 
are asked to examine their own subject positions as well as those of their 
peers and think critically about social and political issues that affect these 
positions. They are asked to be active thinkers and to use writing (and 
other literacy acts such as talking and reading) as a tool to facilitate the 
critical examination of their world. The goal is to become more adept 
language users and also to become more aware of their place in mod- 
ern society and how to actively respond to inequities within it. Amy Lee 
writes in Composing Critical Pedagogies: Teaching Writing as Revision that 
critical pedagogy "suggests that having a political, critical conception 
of one's teaching will necessarily produce liberatory effects in the class- 
room that, in turn, will produce better citizens" (6). 
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What does teaching for liberation have to do with learning to 
write? Lee states that being a "better" citizen is dependent on being criti- 
cal about dominant discourses and being able to produce discourse in 
response that expresses these critical views for others. I would go even 
further to say that the very act of writing, and to a lesser extent talking, 
helps would-be critical citizens understand issues of ideology and op- 
pression that permeate society and affect their role within it. This in- 
creased understanding leads to more appropriate interactions with fel- 
low citizens of the world. 

Let me provide an extended example to illustrate my point. Pre- 
tend I am teaching Homer's Odyssey to tenth-grade students in central 
Indiana. After they've read the work, I want students to write an essay 
that explores and analyzes a theme or issue from Homer's text — make 
an argument, if you will, a literary argument about the epic poem. In- 
stead of giving a blanket assignment that might ask students to "dis- 
cuss Odysseus's hubris and how it leads to many of his problems" or 
"defend The Odyssey as prototypical of the 'hero quest' genre," I ask stu- 
dents to comb through their reading journals or literature logs for pos- 
sible topics of interest. With appropriate prompting, students could find 
some kernel of an idea worthy of their continued exploration. Then I 
could ask students to relate this chosen topic first to the text (The Odys- 
sey) and then to their present life experience in some way. This series of 
connections ideally forms a sort of triad of personal response, textual 
analysis, and sociotextual criticism. If a student chooses to write about 
the story of the Cyclops and how it seems to represent Odysseus's 
struggle with his own arrogance, then he might see the relation between 
that and recent election rhetoric and the refusal of Gore to "concede," 
hostile letters to the editor in the Lafayette Journal Courier, or perhaps even 
his own stormy relationship with his father and the discussion they had 
last night. The point is that even the most critical, the most analytical, 
of essays can become even more intellectually stimulating if it integrates 
the author's intellectual and emotional experience with the text at hand. 
These two points on the triad tend to produce the third point: true criti- 
cism or evaluation of the text in relation to other texts, other readers, 
and other events in the world. 

Mike: What Janet has just described is the process of intellectual inquiry. 
But I want to make something of a disclaimer here. Maybe because 
we've all taken the process (and now the postprocess) pedagogies of 
the last thirty years to heart, we don't think much about this part of the 
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work of writing. While it's important to teach students that one begins 
with prewriting and moves to the articulation of a point, gathers mate- 
rial, drafts the material, revises it in a community of peers, and so on in 
a recursive process, teachers in high school and often in college fre- 
quently superimpose these steps onto the content or aim of the course: 
the final paper(s). I see the most insidious result of this superimposi- 
tion in first-year college writing classes as the "participation grade": 
students dutifully making changes in their papers, or following up on 
su gg est i° ns from peers or teachers for further research, or following peer 
review guidelines to make marginal notes on one another's papers, with 
their papers changing barely at all. The dutiful completion of these 
tasks — revision — is meant to earn that portion of their total grade, of- 
ten a fairly small portion, that might bump their borderline grade (the 
one based on the final draft) up to the next rung. One of the advantages 
of seeing writing as argument, as a process of critical inquiry that moves 
students from claims and data to warrants and grounds, is that students 
don't see "the process" as something forced. In fact, it's something they 
have to do in order to successfully argue a point. Of course, this is some- 
times excruciatingly frustrating for students, who often see finding a 
topic and writing a paper on that topic as primarily expository and the 
research process as fact-finding. And yet what I see time and again as 
the director of a writing program is that the most successful teachers — 
and by that I mean the teachers whose students seem to be most en- 
gaged in the intellectual endeavor entailed by argument as displayed 
by their papers and their other writing — are those who encourage stu- 
dents to see the blind alleys and the contradictions they find as they 
explore the rough terrain of claims, warrants, and grounds as opportu- 
nities to change their minds or to engage in spirited disagreement with 
peers or teachers. 

Janet: I think we both agree that a writing process needs to be more than 
isolated tasks that students complete; it needs to require critical think- 
ing and be intellectually rigorous and socially aware. But can this kind 
of intellectual and discursive work take place only when writing the 
academic essay? What about asking students to write in other genres? 
Many secondary English teachers routinely ask their students to write 
not only expository prose but also stories, poems, plays, and more. Of- 
ten, first-year college composition courses emphasize expository or ar- 
gumentative writing to the exclusion of creative genres. I don't believe 
this exclusion is because university instructors don't value creative 
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writing; I think it's because it is a commonplace that most students will 
spend the majority of their college and professional lives writing non- 
fiction, expository prose, and consequently instructors are preparing 
students more effectively if they ask them to write primarily in this 
genre. While this may or may not be true for individual students, more 
bothersome is the assumption that argumentative writing teaches a 
mental process or intellectual skill that other types of writing don't. Tom 
Romano has gone so far as to recommend the "multigenre" paper, a 
combination of many genres, including but not limited to autobiographi- 
cal narrative, exposition, poetry, fiction, drama, and even drawings. 
Romano defines the multigenre paper as 

arising from research, experience, and imagination. It is not an 
uninterrupted, expository monologue nor a seamless narrative 
nor a collection of poems. A multigenre paper is composed of 
many genres and subgenres, each piece self-contained, making a 
point of its own, yet connected by theme or topic and sometimes 
by language, images, and content. In addition to many genres, a 
multigenre paper may also contain many voices, not just the 
author's. The trick is to make such a paper hang together, (x) 

This "hanging together," I believe, is where critical thinking, or 
inquiry, can occur. The multigenre paper in its totality must have a point, 
a theme, or an argument. It is not just a collection of unconnected writ- 
ings placed together in no particular order. It must say something in its 
completeness larger than the individual parts could achieve and larger 
than any one genre could accomplish alone. Often, such a paper speaks 
not only to the logical side of an argument, but also to the affective, 
aesthetic dimension. It uses and appeals to both brain hemispheres. Con- 
sequently, Romano asserts, multigenre papers are more persuasive, more 
powerful, and more effective than traditional, single-genre ones. 

Many college students may very well have to write far more ex- 
pository essays than any other kind, unless they choose to be creative 
writing majors. But I don't believe that creative genres necessarily ig- 
nore analytical thought, and I don't think that every kind of writing 
students do in high school has to explicitly prepare them for college. 
Creative writing can be intellectually rigorous. A story, a poem, a one- 
act play, all should say something, should have a point that is created 
and reinforced in subtle, difficult-to-accomplish ways: dialogue, char- 
acter development, description, setting, conflict, and so forth. I admit 
that at times creative writing is assigned to high schoolers as a kind of 
"fun activity" with few demands or expectations. Students like to do it, 
so they actually write. There's nothing wrong with that, of course. At 
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least they're putting pencil to page. But thinking back to stories that my 
own high school students wrote, I can't say that I encouraged or enabled 
them to think very hard about them because I didn't know how to teach 
these genres effectively. These stories were often weak and frustrating 
for me to evaluate because they fell into two camps: either they went 
on and on forever with no point and no center of gravity (to use Elbow's 
phrase), or they were so short that there was simply no opportunity for 
any point to be made. When taken seriously and taught effectively, how- 
ever, creative writing is rigorous and requires much analytical thought, 
as well as advanced writing skill. Perhaps this is an area of writing in- 
struction teacher educators should explore more carefully. It's not that 
creative writing — Britton's "poetic" side of the language continuum — 
can't be intellectually rigorous and instructive about language, but in- 
stead that teachers don't usually teach it that way. 

Mike: Much of what I've said here seems to work against the multiple- 
genres criterion, the idea that high school and college writing should 
not only be argumentative or persuasive, but also expository, imagina- 
tive, fictional/poetic. I do think there is a place for any number of dif- 
ferent genres in both the high school and the college writing classroom. 
But these forms of written expression need to be understood in the 
broader (critical) context that sees writing as ethical action, action that 
effectively changes how people act to and with one another. The 
multigenre paper, as described by Romano, is important insofar as it 
"hangs together" and is interwoven with reference to a theme or topic. 
More important than having the paper "hang together" is having the 
student understand how and why it hangs together and for what pur- 
pose. As Janet says, it's not necessarily the case that creative genres ig- 
nore analytical thought; in my experience, though, teachers who deploy 
such genres often do — partly due to lack of training and partly because 
students seem to enjoy writing fiction far more than they do arguments 
since they have been writing fiction since grade school and it comes far 
more easily. But if we see the task of writing instruction in high school 
and college as helping students understand the responsibility that writ- 
ing involves, then any writing task in whatever genre should be tied to 
a broader ethical problem: how does writing as a creative act have con- 
sequences for how I and others live our lives, and what are those con- 
sequences insofar as I can determine them? Whether we tie The Odys- 
sey to the local newspaper, or freewriting to an essay about politics or 
economics, seeing the writing as staking out a position is of paramount 
importance. 
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Janet: So perhaps the issue is not so much what genre we ask our stu- 
dents to write in, but more how they engage with their writing topics 
in whatever genre they have chosen or been assigned. Many high school 
and college writing classes, for example, use peer groups for response 
to writing. I also know from talking to teachers at all levels that peer 
response is one pedagogical practice that creates headaches. Often teach- 
ers don't think students are giving valuable feedback to each other — 
instead they are chatting or talking about spelling and commas. But if 
students are instructed in methods of peer review and collaborative 
work and are held accountable for this work, group collaboration can 
teach valuable lessons about writing and the intellectual process. Ex- 
periencing your ideas as received by a real audience, and then asking 
that audience questions about this reception, is invaluable to the writer. 

Lev Vygotsky, the Russian linguist and psychologist, wrote much 
about social interaction with peers and how such interaction can lead 
to language development and cognitive growth. His theory of the “zone 
of proximal development" (see Thought and Language ) asserted that 
learners learn through association with and instruction by those devel- 
opmentally more sophisticated. In other words, there is a “zone" of 
possible learner growth, and teachers (or peers) can “bump" students 
to the uppermost point of this zone through modeling and direct instruc- 
tion. If, however, we attempt to instruct to a point more advanced than 
is contained in this zone, the students will see no benefit. The same is 
true if we teach below the student's zone of growth because in effect 
we are teaching them what they already know. Consequently, working 
with a peer who can give feedback that is even a trifle more sophisti- 
cated than the student writer's perception can help the writer grow. 

To reiterate, one question high school teachers (and those who 
educate them) should ask is "How can we better prepare students for 
college writing?" Answers to this question are many and varied, but one 
thing is clear: high school and college students are readers and writers 
of texts on a daily basis. Textual arguments surround and affect their 
world at every turn, on billboards, on television, on the radio, in nov- 
els, in the newspaper, and even in their school textbooks. The texts stu- 
dents read are becoming more diverse, more varied, and, dare I say, 
more subversive all the time. High school teachers, university teachers, 
and teacher educators must keep pace with these changes and continue 
to expand and complicate their understanding of rhetoric and writing 
to make it applicable to the present and future lives of students. In short, 
the complexities of our assignments, the ways we evaluate student 
writing, and the processes of writing we ask students to engage in must 
reflect the increasing complexity of postmodern communication. 
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Mike: What this increasingly complex postmodern situation suggests — 
or, in terms I prefer, what this complicated rhetorical situation sug- 
gests — about writing and critical inquiry is that it involves more than 
just collaboration, and it means that we need to move beyond Vygotsky's 
idea of the zone of proximal development. To see writing as primarily 
argumentative is to see it as an ethical act: writing doesn't just say, it 
does. To engage in an argument means to engage in a process of chang- 
ing how you and other persons live their lives. The argument about 
Napster might be seen as a good example: to propose the imposition of 
early twentieth-century copyright laws on a late twentieth-century tech- 
nology is to advocate whether and how information changes hands, and 
may involve broader implications not just for whether you can down- 
load music onto your hard drive, but whether you can download intel- 
lectual property protected as belonging to someone else, so that even 
visiting a Web site and printing what you find there might land you in 
jail, or at least incur a hefty fine. To make an argument like this means 
arguing with individuals who don't want to land in jail, or who like a 
marketplace of ideas that's free and unencumbered. To make this argu- 
ment means taking your interlocutor seriously and writing your argu- 
ment so that he or she will take you seriously. The other writers with 
whom one collaborates in a writing classroom aren't just other sets of 
eyes to catch faulty reasoning or errors the spellchecker missed; they 
are members of a broader community who potentially have a stake in 
the issue on which the writer takes a position. 

One way to play out this ethical dimension of argument is to 
understand audience as something more than a demographic set of like- 
minded individuals who will read an essay and react to it in 
stereotypically predetermined ways. This involves bringing the 
extralogical elements of argument to the surface, and one of the best 
ways to do so is to see the ethical or policy implications of a proposed 
course of action in terms of their effects on real individuals. This can be 
done through collaboration in the classroom by providing criteria for 
peer review that don't concentrate on the structure of the essays brought 
to the group but on their implications: To whose advantage, and to 
whose disadvantage, will it be to see virtual music (or texts) as private 
property, and in what ways does the writer's argument imply an an- 
swer? Who should be punished for the proliferation of music — the soft- 
ware designer or the poor schmuck who's caught downloading a Green 
Day CD? Questions like these might get at the more visceral, less "logi- 
cal" problems inherent in a position, and may lead to questions of 
knowledge even though they don't start from them. 
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Another way to play out the ethical dimension, though, is to 
worry less about collaboration and to concentrate instead on conse- 
quences. This means seeing audience as something real and greater than 
its representatives (members of the peer group) in the classroom. One 
way to make the focus on consequences palpable is to bring an argu- 
ment to an actual, flesh-and-blood audience that may (and in some cases 
may not) be the one intended by the writer. Part of the work involved 
will be to identify a community or polis different from one's own and 
to begin to make contact with one of several of its members. A point of 
entry here might be classmates who themselves are members of a com- 
munity not readily identifiable for "school" purposes (a social or reli- 
gious organization, an ethnic or cultural affiliation, or a gender identi- 
fication are only a few that readily come to mind). Students can also be 
encouraged to find campus or community groups whose constituents 
might entertain an argument on an issue close to its mission or interest. 
But regardless of how one identifies members of a community with 
whom to argue, the idea here is to understand that the consequences of 
an argument are both real and often not what one would expect if one 
were simply to map them rationally or enthymematically. Members of 
an audience outside the classroom are constrained not just by the "mar- 
ketplace of ideas," but also by the scarcity of resources; the religious, 
cultural, and political ideologies of workplace and family; and the preju- 
dices and fears that sometimes get overlooked in "intellectual" debate. 
A pedagogy of argument makes real not just the rational but also the 
irrational element of discourse that makes itself evident when the writer 
stakes out a position, and it allows students to confront the irrational 
critically (if not to ameliorate or dissolve it). Such a pedagogy is critical 
not (only) in the sense that it is politically motivated, but (also) in the 
sense that it sees language as having effects that are often invisible to 
the logical apparatus of argument but palpable and very real to those 
with whom the writer is arguing. It's a critical pedagogy that sees au- 
dience as polis rather than classroom and that sees language as having 
material and ethical, and not just "meaningful," effects. 

Janet: Will a "seamless transition from high school to college" writing 
ever happen for any student? Possibly not. And we may not want to 
smooth out all the bumps, even if we could. Being pushed out of one's 
comfort zone and challenged intellectually can be frightening but also 
conducive to personal growth. So while seamlessness may not be a re- 
alistic or desirable goal, I do think that working to increase "readiness" 



The Fantasy of the " Seamless Transition" 



131 



for college writing is quite valid. The question is how to achieve this 
increased readiness. Perhaps step one is improved communication be- 
tween university and high school writing teachers, which is, of course, 
one of the goals of this essay and of this book. 

While I'm still not completely convinced that the language of 
rhetoric and argument is the best way to frame a high school writing 
class, I do understand Mike's point of view that it can be the most ef- 
fective way to teach a college writing class. Regardless, I think the cri- 
teria I've discussed for a high school English class can be compatible 
with such a college curriculum. For the record, I don't think high school 
and college writing (or writing classes) will ever, or should ever, be ex- 
actly the same. They are different classes, taught in different contexts, 
to students at different cognitive and developmental (not to mention 
emotional) levels. To conflate the two would be unfair and inaccurate. 
Devising high school and writing curricula so that they are compatible, 
however, seems only logical and desirable for our students who are 
planning to attend college. So maybe that should be our goal when high 
school and college writing teachers communicate: an increased sense 
of compatibility, not the creation of a false seamlessness between our 
respective curricula. 

Mike: That's right; seamlessness is probably the wrong metaphor. It's 
a metaphor that comes from the anxious feeling college and high school 
writing teachers have that the best they can do is give their students a 
working vocabulary for how language works and a set of practices that 
will come in handy down the road. So while it's true that Janet's crite- 
ria are valuable to the first-year college writing class too, they may not 
be as easily transferable as we've made them seem. In fact, one could 
argue that though the criteria are the same, the way they're 
"operationalized" is quite different. This operational difference is pos- 
sibly unavoidable (and even desirable) since the high school and the 
university are obviously diverse kinds of institutions, and teachers in 
each are instructing students at different developmental and intellec- 
tual levels. One principal difference is this: students in the first-year 
college classroom are introduced to how fraught argument is, how nec- 
essary it is to inquiry but how difficult it is to use, particularly if seen 
as a way of forging consensus. The political notion of argument laid out 
in the second part of this essay, based on the criteria outlined in the first 
part, is a lot messier in practice than it sounds (if our first-year writing 
program is any indication), though it's just this messiness that makes 
the college writing classroom unique. 
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And yet in spite of this caveat, we both see in these criteria, and 
in their practice in a course on argument, a way to tie high school and 
college writing curricula together. The most critical ingredient is for 
teachers in both places to understand writing as an ethical activity and 
as a way to change the circumstances of those who engage in argument, 
sometimes for the better and sometimes for the worse. It's important 
for students to understand that what they do when they write is make 
an argument — take a position among other positions — and that by writ- 
ing they are establishing themselves as members of a community, a polis, 
a discipline. It's sometimes not an especially lovely realization for stu- 
dents — in fact, it can be seen as risky to step out on a limb. But to view 
writing this way is to better prepare students for the kind of principled 
and critical work they will face not just in their high school or first-year 
college writing classes, but also as members of a democracy. 

Janet: Mike's and my collaboration, as well as our continuing conver- 
sation, has been infinitely helpful to me as a teacher educator. It has 
required that I articulate what I believe about teaching high school writ- 
ing and preparing new teachers. Mike's point of view has also often 
prompted me to rethink my positions, and such rethinking has had 
positive effects on my teaching. Therefore, I would encourage others to 
collaborate in similar and even more extensive ways. Recently, I've 
learned of a project in the Milwaukee area that encourages high school 
and college teachers to meet and discuss teaching on a regular basis. 
Called the Milwaukee Area Academic Alliance in English, it bills itself as 

a gathering of teachers of English from throughout southeastern 
Wisconsin who come together periodically to share ideas, infor- 
mation, problems, and possible solutions concerning the teach- 
ing of English. Established in 1988, the Alliance now serves high 
school and college English teachers and middle school language 
arts teachers in a six-county metropolitan Milwaukee area. (Maris) 

The alliance organizes and presents three programs a year about teach- 
ing and invites teachers and administrators from all levels to attend. The 
university provides funding, mostly for mailing and copying costs. 
During the 2000-01 academic year, workshops were offered based on 
the theme Teaching Matters and included presentations about censor- 
ship and gender equality. Maris states that forty to ninety teachers regu- 
larly attend the workshops from a variety of secondary and 
postsecondary institutions. 

Parks and Goldblatt describe a similar program in the May 2000 
College English. Called The Institute for the Study of Literature, Literacy, 
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and Culture at Temple University, it is described as "an alliance of uni- 
versity, public school, and community educators." The goals of the in- 
stitute include sponsoring "courses, seminars, workshops, and lectures 
designed to bring together the educational community surrounding 
Temple University" (593). Like the Wisconsin alliance, the institute of- 
fers informal presentations and workshops that allow secondary teach- 
ers, English education specialists, and university English faculty to com- 
municate about their respective concerns and even work together to 
tackle literacy problems and issues in their community. 

Mike: This conversation, which began in 1997 and continued through 
the 2000 NCTE Annual Convention and this essay, has convinced me 
that we need to do a much better job of fostering collaborations between 
secondary schools and universities. When I queried a department ad- 
ministrator about this kind of collaboration — involving workshops for 
school and college writing teachers, occasional joint professional devel- 
opment opportunities, discussions about curriculum, and so on — I was 
told that it wasn't my job as the first-year writing administrator to fos- 
ter these collaborations. Leave it to the College of Education, I was told. 
What this means is that in order to understand how a "rhetorical" col- 
lege writing curriculum might work better as a continuation or com- 
plication of high school writing curricula, I need to work through other 
organizations: NCTE, the Conference on College Composition and Com- 
munication, and National Writing Project sites, and more informally (I 
was about to say "surreptitiously") through meetings with local district 
teachers, teachers in the College of Education, city school administra- 
tors, and parents of both college and high school students. As a writing 
program administrator, all of this seems mightily daunting — after all, 
the demands on my time are as great as those placed on other teachers 
and administrators. But to return to that seminar in 1997, what im- 
pressed me then — and what continues to impress me now — is the 
wealth of practical and theoretical knowledge about writing, argument, 
and ethics that high school writing teachers have and that is practically 
invisible to many if not most college and university writing teachers and 
administrators. 

Janet: Alliances and institutes (both institutionally sanctioned and "sur- 
reptitious") such as these are examples of institutional collaborations 
that can occur among literacy educators at various levels. Even if your 
community or institution does not yet have such a communicative fo- 
rum in place, there are ways for secondary-university conversations to 
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occur. Collaborative writing, research, and conference presentations, for 
example, can examine and report on successful communication and 
encourage other educators to look beyond the four walls of their own 
institutions and take note of the system of education in which their stu- 
dents will function throughout their lives as students. The professional 
collaboration between Mike and me is one example of a positive cross- 
disciplinary and cross-contextual working relationship that can serve 
as a model for other educators who are seeking such communication. 
I'm not implying that dialogue such as ours, a snippet of which we've 
shared in this essay, is a cure-all for an often-tense working relationship 
between high schools (and teacher educators) and university English 
departments. Of course problems remain, and just as our students may 
never experience a seamless transition from high school to college writ- 
ing, there may also never be a seamless working relationship between 
English education specialists and university composition specialists. But 
the argument Mike and I have made that seamlessness in the transition 
from high school to college writing may not be the most desirable path 
to seek applies equally well to communication between our disciplines. 
While mutual respect is essential and seeing eye-to-eye gratifying, part 
of what makes collaboration and conversation useful is the tension, the 
articulation of differences that we continue to hash out in stimulating, 
intellectual exchanges. 



Notes 

1. I'm thinking of Andrea Lunsford's essay, "The Nature of Composi- 
tion Studies," in An Introduction to Composition Studies, edited by Erika 
Lindemann and Gary Tate (New York: Oxford UP, 1991), but could just as eas- 
ily cite James A. Berlin's work in Writing Instruction in Nineteenth-Century Ameri- 
can Colleges (Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 1984), Shirley Brice Heath's Ways 
with Words (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1983), or Mike Rose's Lives on the Bound- 
ary (New York: Free Press, 1989) for different examples of the changes in writ- 
ing education and their consequences. 

2. I'm using the term "ethics" in a way perhaps different from Aristotle's. 
If Aristotle used ethics to refer to a systematic notion of how one should act in 
accordance with the good, I'd revise the term slightly to suggest that ethics is a 
way of describing the tension between acting as one believes will accord with 
others' beliefs, and at the same time knowing that those others are completely 
irreducible to oneself. In other words, ethics refers to the vertigo associated 
with the thought that even with the best systems of knowledge available to 
humans (yourself and the others with whom you're trying to make policy de- 
cisions or even just mundane ones), there's an irrational element to human 
behavior, and to the language we think we can use to domesticate behavior to 
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knowledge, that we simply can't account for, and that makes us and others 
behave in ways we can't account for. So ethics is at once a system of behaviors 
and actions available to us and a description of what happens when we forgo 
all but one possibility and go down that road — a very dark one— without so 
much as a flashlight. Ethics is a precarious notion, which is what I think Perelman 
would suggest. See Geoffrey Galt Harpham's very smart and readable essay 
"Ethics" in Frank Lentricchia and Thomas McLaughlin's Critical Terms for Lit- 
erary Study (Chicago: U Chicago P, 1995). 
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9 Talking about the 
Transition: Dialogues 
between High School 
and University Teachers 

Wendy Strachan 

Western Washington University 

When Wendy, a university writing teacher, met with high school teachers to 
discuss "good writing" and "good teaching," she initiated what has become 
an ongoing dialogue with surprises and insights for all. The following 
account of those conversations points out the need for — and the value of — 
such cross-grade encounters. 



"I think I ended up with a C after coming from high school with always 
an A." 

"Last semester, grades on my writing assignments ranged from 
poor to just mediocre. I have not been used to such grades." 

When they sign up for my first-year course in academic writing, 
students have already had at least a semester of university course work. 
They've discovered that what they thought is "good" writing often isn't 
and, further, that it's quite difficult to determine what is expected of 
them. They commonly voice despair at being unable to grasp "what the 
professor wanted" in their writing. As first-year students with B or bet- 
ter averages from high school, they enter our prestigious institution from 
among a pool of the most academically successful students in British 
Columbia. While they are likely to come from diverse linguistic back- 
grounds, English is not a major impediment in their learning. So what is 
it, I wondered, that makes the transition from high school writing to 
university writing such a letdown, so bewildering, and so difficult? 



The author acknowledges and thanks the core group of teachers from Sir Winston 
Churchill Secondary School in Vancouver, British Columbia, who participated in the 
discussions cited in this chapter: Starla Anderson, Elizabeth Barthel, Muriel Dunsford, 
Tom Henderson, James Hill, Louise Howard, and Kim Parrish. 
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I was sure that high school teachers are no more likely to award 
undeserved A's for writing than their university counterparts. I was also 
sure that their expectations for student writing would take account of 
what seems developmentally appropriate as well as what is required 
for success in externally imposed standardized examinations. But I am 
no longer a high school English teacher; I've been teaching at the 
postsecondary level for the past fifteen years and in an English depart- 
ment for the past five and have little collegial contact with secondary 
teachers. I am clearly not alone in this respect, for as the introduction to 
Chapter 14 notes, "it is an unacknowledged truism that high school En- 
glish teachers and professors of English in colleges and universities have 
all too little to say to one another" (p. 214). During a fall conference 
conversation over coffee, however — a conference at which, paradoxi- 
cally but typically, I was in my role as presenter to teachers — Starla 
Anderson, a veteran teacher at a local city high school, suggested that 
we set a time to meet with members of her department. 

In my conference presentation, I had been identifying what I saw 
students experiencing as writers at the university, information based on 
five years of teaching a first-year academic writing course and of meet- 
ing with students in one-on-one consultations in our Writing Centre. 
Starla and I agreed that an exchange about what we do might enable us 
to develop some shared understandings of our different contexts for 
teaching writing and perhaps identify ways to mitigate the problems of 
transition. Over a period of about eight weeks, I met after school with a 
core group of seven teachers at Starla's school and also with two other 
groups of senior-level English teachers to discuss these same issues for 
periods of one to four hours in roundtable-type sessions during profes- 
sional development days. These latter sessions provided a larger con- 
text for interpreting the insights that came through the smaller core group 
exchanges. Each session was audiotaped and transcribed. 

I approached these various meetings as a learner, eager to bridge 
the divide; I found myself met more than halfway by equally eager sec- 
ondary teachers who had both practices and views to share and ques- 
tions to ask. Through e-mail and telephone calls, we identified specific 
topics to focus on in our discussions: teachers' goals and expectations 
for writing, problems with student writing, desirable habits and atti- 
tudes toward writing, and criteria for assessment. The core group of 
seven gathered around a table on a Monday afternoon after school for 
the first session, a tape recorder in the centre with the tea and cookies. 
We all leaned inward. After the introductions, I asked, "Well, shall we 
begin with some talk about what you see to be your responsibilities as 
English teachers?" 
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There was a moment of silence, broken by a male voice to my left. 
"Are you serious? You really want to know?" Everyone laughed. 

"Yes, really. What's real? What's workable?" I asked. 

"[Students getting] a good mark on the provincial exam. That's 
very important, high scores. That's what we have to do." 

Murmurs of agreement around the table were echoed in similar 
comments and expressions of concern about this responsibility. 

"I am kind of 'mentioning' the grade 12 exam when I teach them 
expository writing." 

"I find that the climate, because of the provincial exam, seems to 
favour mostly in-class writing." Teachers give students practice in the 
kinds of writing they will be asked to do on the grade 12 final exam, 
such as the fifty-minute timed writing on a given topic that is usually 
phrased as a single word: remembering, manners, searching. Students must 
write spontaneously in the given time. The directions tell them to "draw 
on any aspect of your life: your reading, your own experiences, the ex- 
periences of others, and so on." 

"What this means," said Starla, "is that they have an open topic 
and are encouraged to blend different genres — to blend narrative, ex- 
pository, and descriptive methods — so I help them to develop descrip- 
tive narrative they can use as illustrations in the expository essay. Hav- 
ing marked a lot of English 12 finals, I see those are the essays that get 
the best marks." 

The outcomes of this kind of focused effort are evident in the re- 
sults: "We have very high standards, and in fact our kids graduate with 
good solid B averages in this school. Even though 80 percent are com- 
ing out of ESL [English as a Second Language], we bring out the best in 
these kids, and they show very good results province wide." Muriel 
reported a student who got 100 percent in English 12 even though En- 
glish is not his first language. 

These accounts are confirmed by my university students, who 
recall spending time in high school getting "weekly writing tests. There 
would be a topic and we would have fifty minutes to write three pages." 
I realize how different the situation is for the university professor, who 
answers to no one about choice of genre or length of writing assign- 
ments. Students' success or failure in university courses is attributed 
not to the teacher but to the learner. For the grade 11 and 12 teachers, 
the need for students to do well on final, external exams is a responsi- 
bility and constraint that weighs heavily. I no longer raise my eyebrows 
at the thought of these fifty-minute training sessions! The exam results 
determine students' future opportunities for further education and for 
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job opportunities, and the teachers are embedding exam preparation 
within a context that accommodates multiple purposes. The exam, its 
nature and form, and the criteria it sets for success necessarily influence 
decisions about what kind of writing to assign, how to assess it, and 
how much time to spend on it. 

Identifying the exam as a priority, however, prompted some ques- 
tioning of what taking such a stance entails. Many, perhaps most, teach- 
ers are under no illusions about the limitations and implications of sim- 
ply preparing students for the type of writing expected on the final ex- 
ams. The structure of the open-topic "expository writing" requirement 
conforms, not surprisingly, to the traditional five-paragraph essay. 
Among the core group of seven, as well as among teachers from other 
groups, there were varied opinions about the value of teaching this struc- 
ture, and people expressed strong views. 

"We are all going to encourage [students] to be creative and to 
come forward ... to find their own voice and try to be honest with it; 
don't write what you think any of us want and simply follow the for- 
mula. Sometimes they get knocked down for it. But that's what we want, 
those distinctive voices." 

"With that structure, you get 'sandwiches' and 'hamburger' snip- 
pets rather than a sustained argument of any sort, whether it is exposi- 
tory writing or a creative story. The writing I have them do beyond jour- 
nals, which is a paragraph or two, would be more sustained — it would 
be either essays or their own version of a story, but definitely 
multiparagraph." 

On the other hand, some believe equally strongly that "the way 
to get started is with a structure from which to work and then when you 
become skilled you can remove yourself from that structure, but until 
you have it .... In the early years, there has to be something that they 
can start from. Otherwise, by the time they reach grade 10 or 12 they 
don't have that organizational framework. That's what I see as the pri- 
mary need." 

In response to that comment, I suggested, "Well, from our point 
of view. I'm not sure that's necessarily the case. You can't simply apply 
a set of fixed rules to university writing. It's not the case that an essay 
has to be five paragraphs or that a thesis has three things. Students run 
into difficulty if that is the only [structure] they know. We have to unteach 
the five-paragraph essay. So they do need to learn how to write longer 
pieces, because five paragraphs won't work for a 2000-word paper." 

We laughed at that idea, imagining such a paper, but someone 
pointed out that the problem exists at the other end of the spectrum as 
well. 
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"I was just going to say that I think some of my students had a 
real problem last year in the English 12 exam with writing a 300-word 
composition that was supposed to be an expository essay. Taking the 
form of the old five-paragraph essay — that's a 60-word paragraph! It 
gets so choppy As the kids said, 'What are we supposed to do? Are we 
supposed to write a 300-word paragraph?' I don't think so. That whole 
thing was really unsettling for a lot of the students because they have 
been taught certain things since grade 8." 

There were nods around the room and some discomfort, perhaps 
as thoughtful colleagues indirectly challenged each other's beliefs and 
practices. But this was what we came for — to hear each other and ex- 
plore some of the territory we inhabit. I had put some students' com- 
ments on an overhead, and we looked at these. Students recognize the 
limitations of having only one structure to rely on for all "expository 
writing," and they recognize too the ways in which university writing 
asks something different of them: 

In university, I need to leam different styles of writing academi- 
cally that are suitable for different situations. Last semester, I wrote 
two papers my marker did not like but I didn't know how to 
write the second one any differently. 

I am comfortable when I write the classic five-paragraph struc- 
tured essay. The only problem is that my paper turns out quite 
limp. 

In my opinion, university writing heavily involves researching 
and critical thinking. In high school, teachers are emphasizing 
format — the hamburger style. 

The need for "different styles of writing academically" was illus- 
trated as I showed teachers successful samples of the variety of writing 
a first-year university student might be expected to produce over the 
course of the first two semesters. Just in the opening few sentences of 
each of these essay samples, we could see different expectations about 
organization, voice, and discourse conventions. How the writers estab- 
lish their own position and role, for instance, is evident in different ways 
of wording and is more and less explicit and relevant in each piece: in 
the philosophy sample, the writer is summarizing and stays in the back- 
ground; in the political science opening, the writer explicitly introduces 
his argument, position, and purpose in the paper but refers not to him- 
self but to "the paper"; in the fine arts piece, the writer is immediately 
visible and lets us know that she will be interpreting the topic from the 
point of view of a particular critical discourse. We don't find "grabber" 
openings here, nor "three things" that follow from a thesis. 
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Philosophy 100 The Theaetetus 

In the passage from "The Theaetetus" by Plato, Theaetetus 
and Socrates try to define knowledge. By the end, Socrates shows 
Theaetetus that "true belief with the addition of an account [is] 
knowledge. . . (205). He also points out that knowledge has 

two facets, "the thing itself" and the objects of knowledge (205). 
Similarities and differences between "The Theaetetus" and Elliott 
Sober's passage will be discussed after the summary of "The 
Theaetetus." 

Political Science 100 

SINKING THE SENATE: 

Abolishing What Cannot Be Reformed 

Attempts to reform the Canadian Senate have spanned more 
than a century. From the 1887 Interprovincial Conference to the 
Charlottetown Accord of 1992, many proposals seeking modifi- 
cations to the Senate have been presented. However, the prob- 
lems of the Canadian Senate are not likely to be alleviated with 
reforms, which could simply create different (and sometimes 
greater) problems. Because no reform schemes without signifi- 
cant drawbacks have been posited, it is becoming clearer that the 
shortcomings of the Senate lie in the fundamental nature of the 
body itself. This essay intends to show, then, that a logical course 
of action would require the Senate's total abolition. 

Fine Arts 100 

I cried when watching Franco Zeffirelli's film of La Traviata, the 
classic opera by Guiseppe Verdi. I did not want to cry in class, I 
tried to hide my tears, but I could not seem to help it. The music, 
the rising, passionate voices, seduced me and brought tears to 
my eyes. I was angry with myself for being moved: part of me 
was saying, "this is a ridiculous romance, why are you crying?" I 
knew, as a feminist, that this movie was rife with misogyny from 
the very first image of Violetta, beautiful and ill. 

Psychology 100 Abstract 

This study examines the effect of colour on memory, colour serv- 
ing as an attention and arousal factor. The prevailing view in re- 
search on the physiological and psychological effects of colours 
is that warm colours such as red are more arousing and attention 
enhancing than cool colours, such as blue and green, are. In the 
present experiment . . . 

English 101 — Introduction to the Novel 

When John Willoughby dramatically enters the life of 
Marianne Dashwood, in Sense and Sensibility, he creates a first 
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impression of a vibrant hero. When he sees Marianne struggling 
to rise from a fall that injured her ankle, Willoughby's quick think- 
ing translates into swift action, and he "ran to [Marianne's] assis- 
tance . . . took her up in his arms without further delay, and car- 
ried her down the hill ... he bore her directly into the house . . . 
and quitted not his hold till he had seated her in a chair in the 
parlour" (Austen 37). 

Two lines of discussion followed from our reading of these ex- 
tracts: first, the use of the first-person pronoun "I" and the paper's ref- 
erence to itself in the political science sample and, second, the implica- 
tions for English teachers of the diversity of these writings. 

Two of the "rules" students consistently report being given by 
their high school teachers are not to refer to the paper and not to use "I" 
in their formal writing. The introduction to the political science paper 
attracted strong and generally negative response from these teachers. 
"I would consider that very poor writing." 

"I have a problem with simplistic introductions of that sort ... 'I 
will begin to write' and that sort of thing. I tend to regard those as weak 
introductions and kind of an easy start for a first draft but not very art- 
ful for a finished project." 

"That last sentence: 'This essay intends to show, then, that the 
only logical course of action requires the Senate's total abolition' would 
be much stronger and more forceful if it left out the first words 'This 
essay intends to show, then/ and simply stated the writer's thesis: 'the 
only logical course of action requires the Senate's total abolition.'" 

"That's another way of saying T think,' and I was trained that 
you don't have to say T think.' It's embedded in the paper itself that 
you are thinking this — you signed your name to the paper." 

As I listened to these objections and the reasoning the teachers 
offered, I could hear echoes of the students in my classes as well, and I 
wanted to tuck these comments away for future reference. They illus- 
trated for me the difference in role that student writers must take on in 
their university writing, a difference reflected in these stylistic prefer- 
ences. - 

"So, how is it for you?" I was asked. I acknowledged the logic of 
the teachers' thinking and the fact that wordings such as "I intend to 
show" could be seen as redundant. "But," I pointed out, "this use of ex- 
plicit signals to the reader is very common in most disciplines. It's true 
it looks simple, but this example and others — which are more elaborate 
and set out the structure of the paper as well — are ways in which the 
writer makes it plain what position he or she is taking and how the 
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paper will develop. In most of the social sciences, in women's studies, 
in some subfields of geography, and even in the introductions to physi- 
cal sciences, you encounter these kinds of signals to the reader." 

There were some nods of agreement. 

"Equally, if not more importantly," I went on, " is the fact that the 
writer in this political science paper is simulating the role of someone 
participating in a conversation among colleagues. He foregrounds the 
paper rather than the writer, however, and while it's true the second 
half of the sentence indicates the writer's position, the modalized phras- 
ing also implies that this is not necessarily a fixed position. It indicates 
that this paper may or may not make a contribution in a setting where 
people are in the business of [the] making of knowledge. It offers a way 
of looking and an argument that asks to be taken seriously but expects 
critical reading and response. So this is unlike a confrontational or de- 
bating stance — it wants to convince or persuade but it manifests a dif- 
ferent relationship, one that is characteristically academic; the writer is 
participating in a social activity — this is writing as sociocultural partici- 
pation — so it isn't simply a matter of having his or her own opinion." 

"Well, the rule I recall from university days went something like 
this," responded the teacher to my left. "When you have become some- 
what of an expert in the field . . . then it may be appropriate to contrast 
your position with the positions of others that you may also be discuss- 
ing in your paper. But your discussion is not generally going to be about 
your position in relation to the general discourse on this particular sub- 
ject. It is going to be about the work of others. So I have a problem with 
this." 

I realized, as I reflected later, that the difference in view may re- 
flect a difference in perception of the relationship of students to their 
subject matter and, perhaps, in perceptions of learning and knowing. 
Students observe that "in university, I need to use more of my judg- 
ment, critical thinking and analysis in writing, whereas in high school, 
writings were more from books and involved less critical thinking." Such 
an observation echoes this teacher's characterization of the student as 
not yet expert enough to be critical and express a view. When we moved 
on in our group discussion to the related matter of using first person, 
we raised more issues and questions that appear to be about stylistic 
conventions but that I think are actually about stance and relation to the 
subject matter. Although I have long challenged what I regard as an 
obsession with rules, I had not really understood until then how the 
concern for rules makes it possible to overlook the nature of stance and 
relation. 
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"Can I ask you a question? Everybody else in my department ex- 
cept me has this obsession with 'never use "I/" and it just irritates the 
hell out of me. So would you say something about that? I say some- 
times you can say 'I.' When they come into my class, I tell them they can 
use 'I' as long as they don't say, 'in my opinion, I.'" 

One of the teachers shook her head and expressed what appeared 
to be a common frustration. "At the junior level and the senior level, 
[students] are very much into response. How do you teach them that 
they need to be learning a process of social-cultural participation? I don't 
see them doing that when they use 'I.' As soon as they start saying T in 
their essays, they are just responding, they are not arguing anymore. 
They are not developed to the point where they are making those kinds 
of distinctions. They think if they can say '1/ they are being asked to 
give opinions and that means response. How do you teach that and 
how can you say, 'Oh yeah, go ahead, say "I" all you like?"' 

We seemed to agree that this was not an issue easily dealt with. I 
suggested they might make distinctions between the personal "I" of "I 
really loved this book" and the discursive "I," which indicates not con- 
crete but textual action, the "I" of the introduction that tells us how the 
writer plans to sequence the arguments and what is to be included. I 
said that I tell my students, "We don't care that you loved it!" 

"I say that to them, too," someone quickly responded. 

We all laughed but recognized we were dealing with more sig- 
nificant issues than simply whether there was a rule to be applied and 
under what conditions: one obvious issue was what implications we 
could draw for the high school English teacher about the diversity in 
university writing. The examples I had shown were from several differ- 
ent disciplines, only one from English. But these were English teachers, 
responsible for teaching English language and literature and, as they 
were quick to point out, it is not up to them to try to assign and teach 
the conventions for writing in all the other disciplines. 

"My experience," suggested one of the veterans in the group, "is 
that writing, the teaching of writing, is seen as the exclusive domain of 
the English teacher. You have mentioned history and psychology, and I 
am sure they do writing in the sciences at the university level. But in the 
high school, there is a reluctance on the part of our colleagues from the 
other disciplines to undertake to teach the kind of writing that their 
disciplines demand. That's why they may assign a research paper in 
social studies and you get a pastiche of thoughts. It's all nicely put to- 
gether, but it really doesn't say much. It doesn't form an argument. In 




151 



Talking about the Transition 



145 



many cases, it doesn't even express an opinion; it's just there. And now 
the problem somehow becomes the English teacher 's — it's her fault: 'You 
are not teaching them how to write.' I spent years thinking about it, 
participating in discussions about writing across the curriculum. It is 
still not happening in a way that makes our job easier — not to try to 
make our jobs any easier, but to share the notion that writing is some- 
thing that occurs in every discipline." 

Others voiced similar experiences: "When I talk to people in the 
sciences or even socials [social studies] and I talk to them about teach- 
ing writing — teach how to write about your subject — I just hit a blank 
wall. What they want is to get these nodules of information plugged in 
there somewhere, and that's what they look for. I feel sometimes that, 
you know. I'm the voice crying in the wilderness. Like I am the only one 
who is asking for a developed argument. When certainly the social stud- 
ies teacher ought to be asking as well. ..." 

"After teaching a bit of socials too, I was amazed to realize you 
were not responsible for marking grammar in social studies papers, 
Canadian history, and so forth. Most teachers don't bother with any of 
that. A lot of projects are full of errors. You would only have to look at 
some rooms with posters and stuff, and it's full of grammatical errors. 
We are the only ones who work on it. They don't believe it is truly nec- 
essary." 

Starla summarized the issue for us: "On the one hand, it's En- 
glish teachers who are given this task of helping kids develop exposi- 
tory essays, and on the other hand, up at the university all these disci- 
plines all have their own unique rules about how they want these es- 
says written. It seems to me that we have identified the crux of the prob- 
lem. That first of all there has to be some training of teachers in all these 
disciplines to get busy in grades 11 and 12 and help the kids write the 
kind of essays they are going to be expected to write when they enter 
university. English teachers cannot do it all." 

We all knew we were going over familiar ground, and the per- 
ceptions were as accurate now as they had ever been: English teachers 
cannot take on the task of teaching the discourses of other disciplines. I 
suggested, however, that what they might do is demonstrate and teach 
attitudes toward writing that unseat notions about writing as rule-gov- 
erned practice and replace those notions with ideas about function and 
situation and the social nature of writing. The examples we had looked 
at did not conform to many of the "rules" that students have internal- 
ized. 
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"The students I see are preoccupied with certain beliefs and rules 
about what good writing is, and that does have to be challenged. Their 
assumptions are not generalizable to all situations. But the most impor- 
tant thing it seems to me is attitude. Attitude towards what writing is 
and what it can do and what is good. Rigid regulations about what is 
good and what works are difficult to dislodge because they get very 
deeply embedded. Students have remarkably strong memories. Con- 
sistently they will say, 'Stay away from jargon/ But I will teach them to 
use jargon — jargon in the sense that you have got to use the technical 
language of the subject. They say, 'Don't start sentences with but or and' 
and 'Always write an outline.' But outlines can be extremely constrain- 
ing, and often [students] stop thinking when they have an outline. They 
tend not to listen to their own meanings and reasoning as they write 
because they are just following the outline. Not that outlines are always 
a bad thing!" 

"They also say they try to avoid the passive voice, and some stu- 
dents attribute their 'dull writing' to overuse of the passive. And maybe 
they are right — but the passive voice is typical of the methods sections 
of science reports and of lab reports. So we need to encourage them to 
be aware of differences in style and purpose and to examine their own 
writing as well as that of others in terms of purposes. They do that in 
their reading of literature — so perhaps extend that kind of analysis and 
awareness to other genres and discourses. What this kind of practice 
implies is that there is time for some sort of process during writing and 
response to drafts." 

I explained our practice in my first-year academic writing course 
of response, which is based on the think-aloud protocol. The responder 
reads the paper aloud to the writer and stops to report what she is think- 
ing as she reads; that is, the reader reports how she is constructing mean- 
ing, phrase by phrase or sentence by sentence, following the reasoning 
of the text. When something makes her stop and reread, that stopping is 
reported and sometimes an explanation given of what the reader thought 
or wondered. First-year writing instructors emphasize that every sen- 
tence should lead to the next — the reader should be able to predict what 
is coming, so if I read a sentence and expect X to come next but it doesn't, 
something may have misled me. I acknowledged to these teachers that 
this is a time-consuming process, and the sample we looked at affirmed 
the general response in the room that if I was proposing a similar ap- 
proach for high school classrooms, I was obviously out of touch with 
their realities! 




153 



Talking about the Transition 



147 



"Our school has a philosophy that the grade 8s are supposed be 
doing lots of reading and creative writing, the grade 9s are supposed to 
focus on the writing process — we actually have a folder. I don't know 
how many grade 9 teachers use it anymore, but this has certainly been a 
big part, teaching writing as a process, and then there is the peer editing 
and the brainstorming, revision, and we do the whole process. That is 
supposed to be taught beginning in eighth [grade], focusing on the ninth 
and repeating in the tenth, so that by the time they get to the eleventh 
and twelfth grades they know how to do that process. They don't have 
any time to do process writing in class, but if they have had the training 
in the first three years, they are supposed to know how to do it, though 
I guess obviously they don't." 

Others affirmed the difficulty of a process approach: "There is a 
reluctance to polish those first drafts. . . . There is a phenomenon that 
close enough is good enough. . . . We spend a lot of time talking about 
thesis statements and developing an introduction and argument, but 
we don't have time to read everything they write and provide feed- 
back. . . . They do not have the background to recognize what's going 
on. ... I give them at least ten days to two weeks to write an essay at 
home, and they still don't do any revision. I am not robbing them of the 
chance to do rewrites and to peer edit. ... I simply don't have time to 
mark something twice." 

Yet others adopt strategies to encourage process: using rubrics 
that identify criteria for each piece of writing; making time in class for 
students to read and respond to each other's papers; implementing flex- 
ible deadlines that result in some students handing in multiple drafts; 
recommending getting help from someone who will be an editor; and 
offering extra marks for rewriting graded drafts. 

Lack of time isn't the only reason some teachers don't emphasize 
process; plagiarism is also a major problem. "I tend with regular classes — 
that is, not the international baccalaureate classes — not to give too many 
of those take-home assignments. Certainly not essays. Cheating and 
plagiarism are more and more of an issue. In an in-class essay, it's their 
pen and their brain and their heart and that's all there is." 

"You see real discrepancies between take-homes and in-class writ- 
ing" „ 

"I find that, because of the provincial exam and the paranoia, . . . 
ESL students are getting essays written by tutors; most of the writing in 
high school is first draft in class. I would say that 50 percent to 70 per- 
cent of the writing that students do for me is in class." 
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My description of the response process had highlighted not only 
differences between high school and university practices but also, and 
even more clearly, the different conditions under which we teach. I work 
with two classes and thirty-five students; these teachers typically have 
seven classes a day and over two hundred students to see each week. A 
high percentage of their students do not speak English as a first lan- 
guage. While I do not have to be responsible for the difficulties such 
students may have with the English language, competence in English 
being a prerequisite for the writing course, the high school teachers are 
not able to select or exclude students. I have plenty of time allotted for 
preparation of class activities and detailed commentary on papers; theirs 
is very limited. While I know there is a massive essay market available 
on the Internet, I do not need to be too concerned about plagiarism: I 
supply a range of nonstandard readings to be used in class and have 
such an elaborate process of feedback that students would not be able 
to submit a purchased essay without attracting attention. 

This exchange of views and practices has been richly rewarding 
for us all. Our conversations have illuminated the contrasts in the places 
we inhabit and the corresponding contrasts in our practices and goals. 
For me these conversations have become anchoring points for the com- 
ments students make in my class about their beliefs and assumptions 
about writing and themselves as writers. The conversations have 
contextualized and situated those comments and given me insight into 
their meaning and origin that I can use in practical ways in my teach- 
ing. I can better explain to my students why they have learned what 
they learned and why it made sense in the high school setting. I can 
encourage the development of a metalanguage for reflection on the dif- 
ferences in emphasis, on the differences in the roles they are to take on, 
and on the stances they need to assume toward their subject matter. I 
can better help them understand what they are doing when they write 
at the university now that I better understand what lies behind the atti- 
tudes and beliefs they report. Among the high school teachers, there 
seems to be a consensus on the constraints they encounter as they work 
to teach writing but no corresponding consensus on how to respond to 
them. They find multiple routes that suit their own personalities and 
judgments, but our conversations were an open forum for hearing what 
others do and how they do it, offering each person new perspectives to 
consider. 

The discussions that provided the material for this description 
and analysis took place over a period of eight weeks with three differ- 
ent groups. The one I have labeled the "core group" met after school 
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and the others during professional development days. The professional 
day sessions drew teachers from many city high schools and were titled 
"Making the Transition from High School to University." They were 
described as a conversation with a university instructor for the purpose 
of sharing perceptions and practices in teaching writing. Starla's obser- 
vations about the sessions again seemed to summarize for all: 

"What these conversations did was reinforce the sense that we 
are doing a great job by teaching writing. We spend a lot of time teach- 
ing and assessing writing and need to feel that it matters, that it's worth 
taking seriously and that it is worth caring about. It was great to see 
how many people showed up to talk about this. A lot of us feel that 
instructors at the university don't have a clue about the conditions of 
teachers at the high school, so these conversations are highly motivat- 
ing — we can see that our work is respected and understood." 

As we reviewed the outcomes of our sessions, we decided we 
would like to take a next step in the dialogue. We will try to set up a 
meeting on our university campus between a group of faculty in the 
English department, and perhaps other disciplines as well, and a group 
of ten to twelve teachers from the high school. I had e-mail addresses 
for those who came to the first sessions, and it seems likely that we can 
write a proposal and draw together a group from a few schools in the 
area. A cross-disciplinary committee is already established at the uni- 
versity to generate proposals for rethinking how we teach writing, so 
that would be a group to approach for our cross-institutional dialogue 
as well. Our first collaboration enabled us to develop some shared un- 
derstandings of our different contexts for teaching writing and to com- 
pare our purposes and practices. In a second round of conversations, 
we anticipate developing not only understandings and awareness but 
also relationships with individuals who can actively pursue collabora- 
tions such as reciprocal observing in classrooms, collaborative teaching 
projects, and discussion and assessment of student writing. We emerged 
from this initial collaboration feeling that high school English teachers 
and professors of English in colleges and universities have much to say 
to each other if we construct the settings and raise the questions that are 
at the heart of our teaching. 
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While most high schools try to prepare students for college writing, 
some schools also offer college writing courses for students during their 
senior year. Institutions can also bridge the divide by letting college stu- 
dents mentor high school students, or even by bringing college and high 
school teachers together for common training. The following chapters 
explore all three such programs. 

Chapter 10 describes Susan Kapanke and Melissa Westemeier's 
experiences with a dual-enrollment course — a course offered at high 
school but following a college curriculum and for which students get 
college credit. Although the syllabus is the same as one from a college 
course, Susan and Melissa note that seventeen-year-olds who take such 
courses on high school campuses seem to differ significantly from the 
eighteen-year-olds who take the same courses on college campuses. 

In Chapter 11, Kim Jaxon describes a program in which college 
students serve as mentors to high school students, coaching them on 
the same writing tasks given to first-year college students. Though not 
a dual-enrollment course, the program does offer one credit hour as an 
incentive to participate. The course is also unusual in that most of the 
mentoring takes place online rather than in person. 

When Chris Jennings (a community college instructor) and Jane 
Hunn (a high school teacher) saw students satisfactorily complete high 
school writing programs only to be placed in remedial courses at the 
college level, they suspected that the problem might he not with the 
students but with the differing goals and expectations of the high school 
and the college writing programs. In Chapter 12, they explain how they 
used a survey to identify differences and then brought high school and 
community college teachers together for a series of workshops to help 
create some shared expectations. 

The dual-enrollment program described in Chapter 10 has been 
in place for years; the projects described in Chapters 11 and 12 are both 
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still developing. All three, however, offer workable models of collabo- 
ration between high schools and colleges. 



10 The University of 
Wisconsin Oshkosh 
and Area High Schools 
Strike a Partnership 

Susan Kapanke 
Elkhom High School 

Melissa Westemeier 
Kaukauna High School 

Susan and Melissa teach college-level English composition to high school 
seniors through a partnership with the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh, 
enabling their students to earn dual credit. The following dialogue 
explores their curriculum and experiences as teachers in this program and 
some of the unique challenges and opportunities that accompany teaching 
college English to high school seniors. 



T he Cooperative Academic Partnership Program (CAPP) offers 
high school students the opportunity to earn dual credit for vari- 
ous courses before they graduate from high school. Wisconsin high 
schools offer CAPP courses in areas such as English composition, Ameri- 
can literature, art history, and Spanish. CAPP students pay reduced 
tuition rates to the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh and earn college 
credits as well as appropriate high school credits. UW Oshkosh approves 
the CAPP courses offered and ensures that the instructors meet the re- 
quirements of both institutions. 

One reason high schools embraced CAPP courses is that more 
and more students began traveling to area colleges to earn college cred- 
its while in high school. Offering dual credits in high schools keeps stu- 
dents on high school campuses, thereby minimizing the liability, money, 
and time involved in commuting. CAPP benefits both the high schools 
and the parents as the students save hundreds in tuition. High schools 
break even because they use the returned tuition to pay staff; students 
end up paying half the regular university tuition. 
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Junior or senior CAPP students must have an ACT score of 24 or 
higher, have a cumulative grade point average of 3.25 or higher, or be in 
the top 25 percent of their class in order to take the course for dual credit. 
Occasionally, a promising student who does not meet the college re- 
quirements can enroll based on the instructor's recommendation. Typi- 
cal CAPP students are high achieving, college-bound, and heavily in- 
volved in high school life. We find that their needs are quite different 
from a regular college student's, and the courses must consider those 
differences, in both curriculum and pedagogy. 

The CAPP composition course fulfills the three-credit requirement 
for first-year composition at most colleges and universities. Students 
who earn a B or better in CAPP composition can enroll in sophomore- 
level English courses when they begin college. Most students easily trans- 
fer their CAPP credits to their colleges the following fall, occasionally as 
humanities credits but usually as fulfillment of English 101 requirements. 

Both of us base our courses on the various rhetorical writing pat- 
terns that students will encounter in their academic careers as well as in 
their personal and professional lives. These patterns include writing 
narration, argumentation/ persuasion, definition, classification, and lit- 
erary analysis and research/ position papers. 



Curriculum 

Susan: Although I do not want to assign busywork, I believe certain 
usage principles must be reviewed at the college English level. English 
teachers have a professional responsibility to teach certain skills, and 
not to do so because the particular concept is not "fun" to teach or too 
difficult to teach is abnegating our responsibility. We should, for ex- 
ample, teach pronoun-antecedent agreement, sentence structure, the use 
of coordination and subordination to show the relationship between 
ideas, parallel structure, and wordiness /conciseness in writing. While 
mastery of usage skills contributes to effective writing, I often tell my 
students that if they can understand and demonstrate parallel structure 
in their writing, their style will improve greatly; certainly they will be 
more successful in communicating the relationship between ideas. 

I often tell my students, "Language is power!" We should make 
an amendment to our Constitution stating that every U.S. citizen has 
the right to know how his or her language works. Effective speaking 
and writing give a person a decided edge, an advantage in his or her 
personal and professional life. Using language well can bring wealth, 
authority or power, and popularity. Good communication skills are re- 
quired in business, industry, law, government, national and international 
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politics, education, medicine — in all professions. As I tell my students, 
quoting a trade publication brochure, "Talk is cheap, but good commu- 
nication is priceless." 

Melissa: Because teachers of most English language arts classes in our 
departments teach writing in relation to specific genres or literature, we 
spend little time on writing techniques. It is therefore unrealistic to ex- 
pect every paper from the beginning of the semester to be written at a 
college level; students simply haven't had enough instruction. 

I break down various writing techniques for my CAPP students 
throughout the semester so they can absorb and develop each one indi- 
vidually. For each paper I assign, my students also learn and apply a 
specific writing technique. As they move into the next paper, they have 
to apply previous techniques taught or reviewed, but I reinforce only as 
needed. For example, I first teach the narrative. The technical skill I fo- 
cus on is using specific and vivid vocabulary choices, a natural match 
for what tends to be a descriptive genre of writing. Practice drills and 
focused peer editing and revision help students grasp this technique 
and apply it in their own writing. The next paper I assign includes not 
only the vocabulary emphasis but also a new skill, such as using active 
voice or sentence variety. By the final paper, the students find that most 
of these techniques have become second nature to them; they under- 
stand writing patterns and have the skills necessary to write for a wide 
variety of purposes. 

The average high school student at both schools has not experi- 
enced the demanding expectations of a college course so, since this course 
both introduces and provides an actual experience with a college course, 
I have learned that I must be sensitive while grading. Most of the stu- 
dents in CAPP rank in the top 15th percentile of their graduating class, 
and when they take regular classes with other students whose abilities 
range from exceptionally skilled to exceptionally deficient, they earn 
A' s with ease, particularly if graded on a curve. During their senior year, 
they can take a CAPP class, which pulls them out of a mixed grouping 
and into a place where all are quite able and talented. 

Because these students set the standard in other classes, their A's 
reflect much natural ability combined with relatively little effort. Many 
of my students have told me that they sometimes purposely do poorly 
on an assignment in order to test the teachers grading their work. The 
result is nearly always an "A — Good Job!" They enter CAPP eager for a 
real challenge, as well as an awareness of their lack of accountability 
and critique thus far. Since many of these students quit developing their 
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writing as ninth graders, they come to class genuinely unaware of how 
they might improve or change their style, which has always worked for 
them. 

Consequently, the first grades I give are pretty tough. The first 
major paper I assign is worth 80 points, and each subsequent paper is 
10 points higher until the research /position paper, which is worth 200 
points. This progression ensures that as they "get it" and learn how to 
write effectively, their grades are worth more. Also, my revision policy 
allows students to learn from their mistakes and create a better paper in 
the process. 

I grade the first major CAPP papers rigorously, writing all over 
the margins and following up with comments at the end that break down 
students' writing problems into two or three major areas. (Of course, 
some students' writing needs more work than others, but giving them a 
few specific directives rather than several is less intimidating.) While 
the rubric helps clarify specific problem areas for the students, the com- 
ments can address content, style, and technical issues beyond the rubric's 
design. Most students walk away from the initial paper aware of the 
work ahead, but the positive spin on the comments (for example, "I like 
the part about the cat; how can you explain its relevance to the day your 
aunt died?") keeps their frustration level to a minimum. Pointing out 
the positive elements of a paper, even things as trite as good organiza- 
tion, balances the criticism. I reinforce to them again and again: "If you 
already knew how to write, then you would not take this class. You are 
here to learn to write, and this is the beginning of that process." 

I also use a book by Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird, to drive this point 
home. She reminds us that we write one word and one sentence at a 
time. Yes, the initial drafts are poor and not printworthy, but as we care- 
fully go over students' drafts, we can glean from them what works. The 
stress is on revision and editing, not perfection the first time around. 
This is the writing practice that makes my students successful writers 
in college, but it is also the writing practice that many of my colleagues 
cannot or do not make time for when they teach a mixed-ability group 
of twenty-eight students a curriculum overflowing with state standards 
requirements. 

Two Views of the College Application Essay Assignment 

Susan: Ideally, students in a college composition class should freely 
explore primarily expository or persuasive topics of their choice using 
the considerations of purpose and audience to help determine which 
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rhetorical pattem(s) to choose. When I think back on my own college 
course work, I do not recall a writing methods class in which these pat- 
terns were defined and briefly explained. As with so much of teaching, 
I learned these when I had to teach them, so I collected brief definitions 
when I had students of my own whose writing I was expected to evalu- 
ate and attempt to improve. I also urge my students to study Kathryn 
Lamm's 10,000 Ideas for Term Papers, Projects, Reports and Speeches for topic 
ideas. Although it's important to review the rhetorical patterns, I also 
tailor the class to my students' topic choices. 

As a form of introduction, the first short essay students write is in 
response to Langston Hughes's "Theme for English B" ("Go home and 
write / a page tonight / And let that page come out of you— / Then, it 
will be true"). I am always amused at some of their struggles to focus or 
limit what they can say about themselves to one page. The first major 
and weighted essay of the semester is the college application essay, cer- 
tainly relevant at the high school level but unnecessary by the tim e the 
student enrolls in college English 101. Since the typical CAPP student is 
in the upper 25 percent of his or her class, active in extracurricular ac- 
tivities, and possibly working a part-time job, it is important to me that 
my students find the essay assignments relevant and provocative. Their 
time is precious and I don't want to burden them with busywork. In 
addition to the college application essay, I assign a causal analysis, ex- 
emplification/illustration, poetry comparison, classification/ division, 
short story analysis, and persuasive researched essay as well as some 
timed writing activities. I have developed a rubric to help me teach and 
to assess the research essay. I do emphasize certain usage skills, either 
through review or, for some students, instruction for the first time. 

Melissa: We both assign a college application essay because CAPP stu- 
dents spend much time during the school year applying to colleges and 
competing for scholarships. As described in the syllabus, reflective es- 
says offer an opportunity for students to write about themselves, an- 
swering questions commonly asked of them on scholarship and college 
applications. Reflective essays provide a creative writing assignment 
that stresses coherence, unity, individuality, and reflectivity. My students 
generally do not write about themselves for such a specific purpose, so 
successfully writing these essays can be difficult: how does a student 
make sure his or her essay rises to the top of the stack of hundreds, some- 
times thousands, of other essays? 

Four times a semester students turn in a reflective essay. I pro- 
vide nine questions at the back of the syllabus from which to choose a 



O 

ERIC 



163 



158 



Starting College in High School 



focus. These questions come from various application forms that the 
students will probably see sometime during the year. I also allow stu- 
dents to use other questions or prompts if they apply to an application 
on which they are currently working. The first essay follows a discus- 
sion of a model essay by a former student. The assignment focuses on 
the clarity, description, and uniqueness of the piece. Then students write 
their own essays and bring them in for revising once before they are 
due. 

Students appreciate the practical nature of this assignment as well 
as the opportunity to write creatively and about themselves, especially 
when the other writing for the course tends to be quite dry and aca- 
demic. They can use these essays for multiple applications, so they take 
them seriously. These are the papers most students will ask me to peer 
edit during workdays, the days students use to peer edit or write, using 
me as a resource. 

Writing four different reflective essays throughout the semester 
obviously serves to broaden student portfolios and provide options when 
students have to select writing that best represents them to an unknown 
audience. They can see how to perfect this style of writing as they ap- 
proach each assignment and learn from previous mistakes to become 
more efficient editors. 

To be effective, the reflective essay must be unique. As a scholar- 
ship essay reader for a number of committees, I have felt frustrated by 
the lack of individuality in the essays. I stress to my students that they 
are all high achieving, hardworking, dedicated, and involved. To prove 
it, I have them stand in response to questions: "Do you have a job out- 
side of school?"; "Are you in National Honor Society?"; "Are you a 
member of a school club or team?" When they see that every student in 
the room stands in response to these questions, it drives home the point 
that these are not the things to write about if they want to stand out in a 
pool of applicants. 

From there we spend time discussing the sorts of details and in- 
formation that would reveal all the positive things they want to share 
about themselves, but in a memorable way. For this we refer back to the 
student model essay and excerpts of other pieces. Each student is chal- 
lenged to list things that are unique about him or her, experiences or 
qualities or talents that no one else in the room possesses. 

The stress in these essays is also on coherence. Because the essays 
are only two to three pages long, the focus must be tight and reveal as 
much as possible about the writer, with examples that illustrate indi- 
vidual character and blend into a single theme. My students frequently 
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struggle with writing examples that reveal something about them. Some- 
times the lessons they learn about writing characters for fiction can help 
students develop this skill. For example, a quick study of what students 
carry in their wallets or backpacks or what can be found on the floors of 
their cars can reveal much about their lives. This brief activity helps 
them understand how inference can subtly reach the reader and inter- 
est the reader as much as or more than direct statements such as "I work 
at McDonald's." 

Once students compile a list of possible things to write about, 
they can begin the first essay, confident that no one else will write one 
that resembles theirs. When grading these essays, I look for detail, clar- 
ity, and the author's presence. Usually these essays need more revision 
than the formal papers. My comments normally include questions such 
as "How did this make you feel?" or "Give an example of a time you 
showed determination." I find myself eliciting more detail and reflec- 
tion from students in later drafts. 

This assignment would not work as well for other students in 
other classes. First, not all high school students are college-bound. Sec- 
ond, few younger students have the maturity to write about themselves 
with much reflection. Third, most first-year college students, once ac- 
cepted into the college of their choice, have little use for this type of 
assignment; they have achieved what this assignment is intended to 
facilitate. 

For the high school senior planning to attend college, these es- 
says address the upcoming transition. The assignment helps put into 
perspective the competition they will face when applying for colleges 
and scholarships. It helps them understand their unique traits and ex- 
periences, perhaps in the process fostering a better understanding of 
other people. Finally, these essays get students into college, with the 
extra boost in self-discovery from an assignment few college composi- 
tion courses would offer. 

The Differences High School Students Bring to a College 
Class 

Susan: Maturity, extracurricular involvement, and the student's elec- 
tive or required status in the course are some points to consider in con- 
trasting a CAPP high school junior or senior with the typical first-year 
college student in English 101. The CAPP criteria and my school board's 
decision to allow only CAPP and AP classes to be weighted for college 
credit seem to set the tone for my CAPP composition and AP English 
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literature and composition classes. One point of contrast between high 
school CAPP students and first-year college students may be the dif- 
ference in attitude, which in turn may affect class performance. Because 
the CAPP high school student may have more external motivating pres- 
sures such as class rank, GPA, and scholarship money, not to mention 
the undue influence of some parents, CAPP students tend to be seri- 
ous, conscientious, and motivated. This difference in attitude and pos- 
sibly overall maturity was impressed on me when one of my CAPP 
classes and I had the opportunity to sit in on a UW Oshkosh CAPP 
English class several years ago. I was struck by how much more ma- 
ture and serious my students were than the class of university first-years; 
my students made the same observation. 

Another point of contrast is that CAPP teachers have a much bet- 
ter sense of the writing experience their students have had. The English 
department at Elkhom High School recently adopted a writing rubric 
for all four grades to establish writing standards, so I know that ninth 
graders are taught primarily the literary analysis and comparison/ con- 
trast essays, while the sophomores write comparison/contrast essays, 
descriptions, personal narratives, definition essays, and a research-based 
essay. When I meet my CAPP students as juniors and seniors, the over- 
riding purpose of the class is for them to choose topics about which 
they feel committed and enthusiastic, but I attempt to encourage those 
rhetorical patterns they may not have studied thus far. 

If the purpose of college English 101 is to "level the playing field" 
to ensure that first-year students have the best chance for success in 
college writing, I perceive that my role is to help students do well aca- 
demically in college. At my back, I hear, not "time's winged chariot run- 
ning near," but the recurring refrain, "Aren't those high school English 
teachers teaching you anything?! #@*!#!" One of my fears is that when 
my students go out into the world, their writing will reflect negatively 
on my teaching. 

I suspect most English teachers would agree that a few students' 
intelligence is verbal /linguistic; for these students, writing is effortless 
and produces flawless pieces of stylistic grace. Possibly there isn't a lot 
we teachers can do for such students beyond the encouragement of pro- 
viding arresting, significant topic choices. But we can provide an audi- 
ence of that student's peers. One of the most powerful tools for teaching 
writing is other students' work — having students read the best samples 
of their classmates' writing, something I've found to be a powerful 
motivator. The thinking among students is, "If he can write like that, so 
can I!" I collect the best pieces of student writing and use them to teach. 
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I would hope my CAPP students come to feel that the highest compli- 
ment I can give them is to ask for a "clean copy" for my teaching files, 
although to believe this reveals my gullibility, naivete, and idealism even 
after twenty-plus years of teaching! The compliment they really want is 
an A grade, and for some students, nothing but an A will do. 

So how do I accommodate the "grade grubber"? I must be nur- 
turing, not only of the serious student under lots of external pressures, 
but also of the student whose pressure is internal — the perfectionist — 
for whom nothing less than an A will do. After peer editing and my 
evaluation, I allow students to revise for the first two six-week grading 
periods. Another way I help my students earn high grades is by clarify- 
ing the assessment criteria through rubrics that also help justify the grade 
they earned, since the CAPP students (and increasingly the parents) 
demand an accounting. Rubrics are a gauge by which students can mea- 
sure their own writing quality and a tool to provide me with a justifica- 
tion for the grades the students earn. 

Also, since the CAPP grade is cumulative, I make appointments 
with each student after the class is completed to go over the final exam, 
discuss the grades on the essay parts of the final, and inventory all the 
writing samples in the portfolio, as well as answer any questions the 
student may have about the individual scores that make up the cumu- 
lative grade. 

Melissa: Despite their enrollment status with UW Oshkosh, CAPP stu- 
dents are still high school students. Their lives are filled with other 
upper-level course work such as calculus and AP history. In addition, 
they pour themselves into school life, participating in various clubs and 
organizations, playing on school athletic teams, and contributing com- 
munity service hours. They live their lives in a high school context, in 
their hometowns, with their families and friends they have always 
known. A successful CAPP course recognizes their status while slowly 
nudging them toward their impending future as full-time college stu- 
dents. 

One of the ways to reach CAPP students is to connect the ideas 
presented in class with their immediate surroundings. Grammar les- 
sons use names of places and events familiar to them (i.e., "The Kaukauna 
Ghosts will defeat the Appleton North Lightning this weekend"). En- 
couraging students to pick topics close to home also honors their world, 
such as a definition paper that asks students to reflect on how their gen- 
der has been reinforced from childhood to the present. This allows them 
to write about their own experiences in a formal context, making the 
format, not the topic, the focus of their attention. 
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Another way to nurture CAPP students is through awareness of 
the school calendar as we schedule the year. To expect these very in- 
volved students to turn in a major paper the week of homecoming is to 
set them up for failure. Granted, creating a sensitive course schedule 
takes extra effort, but students appreciate the effort. Attendance poli- 
cies are common on college campuses; many professors, for example, 
will allow three absences from a course before absence affects a grade. 
To help students become accustomed to such policies, I stipulate that 
students can have five non-school-sanctioned absences before their grade 
is affected. Field trips for other classes do not count, but students need 
to carefully allocate their sick days throughout the semester. It is inevi- 
table that CAPP students will miss class occasionally for school-related 
activities, but it is equally important to teach them how to prioritize 
attendance for every class. 

To help nurture CAPP students as they learn how to write at a 
college level, we develop a rubric before each major paper is due so that 
students can check off the various assignment components. We use at 
least two peer editing days for major papers; the peer editing groups 
use this time to look over content, structure, and style. As the semester 
progresses, students become aware of specific areas they should ask for 
help with in that editing time, as well as the areas in which their peers 
struggle. I also have a revision policy that is incredibly lenient com- 
pared to those of most of my university colleagues. Each paper may be 
revised if the initial grade is lower than an A. One learns to write through 
writing and revising, so this policy reinforces the idea that no writing is 
a finished product; there is always room for revision. Moreover, some 
students need the instructor's remarks and comments on their paper to 
guide them to a better final product. While this policy generates extra 
papers to grade, it can, if applied properly, effectively help the strug- 
gling student achieve better writing skills. 

Through the revision policy and the frequent invitation to "see 
me," I try to help students understand that I grade not their personality 
nor their potential, but only their performance. Many students identify 
with their grade and so feel personally offended when they receive any- 
thing lower than an A. Some students challenge their grade until I show 
them an A paper and demonstrate the difference visually. Some stu- 
dents feel they have hit a wall and cannot ever become better writers. 
Other students grumble violently to their classmates. In this setting, 
compassion is a teacher's best friend, and a successful college writing 
teacher figures out how best to reach and soothe each frustrated stu- 
dent. 
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In the high school setting, it is far easier to seek out these stu- 
dents: I can talk to them casually in the hallway, catch them in study 
hall, or invite them in to talk before or after the school day. I also can use 
their parents and older siblings as allies in the process of encouraging 
their work and persistence. In addition, a high school teacher has con- 
ventions such as nominating a struggling student for Student of the 
Month or connecting over an interest or activity such as basketball or 
Key Club. I need to know my students well to become their cheerleader 
and instructor; if I don't connect with them on a personal level, they 
will shut down quickly and fail to learn. 

In a high school setting, a teacher's reputation can precede him or 
her, which makes my job much easier. Having had many of these stu- 
dents in previous courses, or knowing them, their friends, or their sib- 
lings from extracurricular activities or classes, I can cultivate a relation- 
ship so that they know my expectations even before taking the class. As 
first-year college students, they will have no previous knowledge of 
their English 101 instructor and often have little control over how they 
will approach the course. Even if they hear of a specific instructor be- 
fore taking the class, there is little chance they will have met that in- 
structor before. 

Nurturing CAPP students means taking them to new places, pre- 
paring them for the world they will soon enter as first-year college stu- 
dents. A day spent touring and using the UW Oshkosh library exempli- 
fies this point. A three-story building housing a huge collection intimi- 
dates students who have used only a one-room library in their high 
school. Just understanding a different system of cataloging books can 
frustrate a novice. I require students to use the college library for the 
research/ position paper, raising the bar in my expectation of the sources 
they will use, in addition to familiarizing them with a vast collection of 
resources. Many students have never even used a microfiche before this 
day. This requirement helps them realize the many places information 
can be found and gathered, regardless of its function. 

Finally, I use days designated solely for discussion to reinforce 
the climate of a college course in which the students themselves must 
debate and create their own discourse. Discussion topics range from 
the purpose of the canon in the study of literature to Ebonics. We spend 
one day talking about what to bring and prepare for that first year of 
living on campus. Two classes a month is a small price for the informa- 
tion generated during these "break-away days," which create owner- 
ship over academic discussion in a nonthreatening setting. 
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Reflections on a University-High School Relationship 

Susan: Pamela Gemin, who teaches creative writing, advanced compo- 
sition, and English 101 (i.e., CAPP English) at UW Oshkosh and who is 
a published poet, is the liaison instructor for both Melissa and me. CAPP 
recommends but does not require that our students visit the UW 
Oshkosh campus. 

In addition to sitting in on our English 101 counterpart on cam- 
pus, CAPP students have the opportunity to do research for their as- 
signments in the college library or be instructed by a college professor. 
One year during our campus visit Pam taught poetry by facilitating dis- 
cussion among my students, a memorable experience for them. Accord- 
ing to their positive comments afterward, they were excited at having 
met a published poet. In addition to their college course preparations, 
the liaisons also travel to member high schools to observe the adjunct 
faculty and students or to teach the CAPP classes for the day. 

Melissa: When I began teaching CAPP, Bernard Hupperts, my former 
colleague and developer of the program at Kaukauna High School, be- 
came my first liaison. He helped immediately by addressing concerns I 
had about teaching students how to peer edit. He also came into my 
classes to teach some parts of the argumentation/ persuasion process. 
After Bemie retired, Pamela Gemin became my new liaison and pro- 
vided continued support from the university. Our relationship actually 
became collaborative when she invited me to speak on a panel to her 
secondary English education students. She recognized the practical 
experience a high school teacher can share with future teachers and 
prompted me to reflect further on my practice. 

Pam's visit each semester provides feedback beyond that of my 
students, and she encourages me through e-mail and telephone discus- 
sions. I spent a day this spring following her around the UW Oshkosh 
campus, an opportunity that allowed me to ask a number of questions 
about the curriculum as well as the pedagogy. She shared some helpful 
resources on teaching reader response criticism, and we compared our 
experiences teaching CAPP English to motivated high school seniors 
and English 101 to a mixed bag of university students, mostly first-year 
students. I realized how fortunate I am to teach students who have es- 
tablished rapport with one another and volunteer much more freely to 
speak up in class. 

Sitting in on Pam's English 101 class allowed me to observe a class 
discussion conducted on a Web discussion board, a technological possi- 
bility I had never explored. Her lecture on metaphors in her creative 
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writing course gave me some new perspectives on how to approach a 
sometimes abstract idea with students who might struggle with it. 

Our discussions have challenged both my pedagogy and my cur- 
riculum, providing much to reflect on as I return to teach another se- 
mester of CAPP. It makes my job easier knowing an instructor in the 
English department at Oshkosh is available to answer my questions 
about both the program and the subject area as they occur. I think the 
real collaboration is between faculty members within the program be- 
cause it is the primary way we remain accountable and grow in our 
teaching practice. 

Finally, having ties to UW Oshkosh benefits me professionally as 
I can use some money from the university to attend workshops and 
conferences. I have access to everything they offer their onsite faculty, a 
professional perk that many of my colleagues at Kaukauna lack. This 
access raises my level of expectation for myself and has been instru- 
mental in pushing me as a writing teacher. CAPP instructors, the liai- 
sons, and the adjuncts are invited to attend both fall and spring confer- 
ences, giving the content teachers opportunities to discuss curricular 
concerns. This past spring, for example, the conference offered work- 
shops on detecting plagiarism, evaluating Web sites, and using 
PowerPoint. 

Pam Gemin (University Liaison): For me, being a CAPP liaison has 
been a winning experience all around. My roles as observer and peren- 
nial student have long eclipsed any notion of "mentorship" I might have 
had at the start of my association with these gifted teachers, Melissa and 
Susan. A lot has changed in the U.S. high school since I got my second- 
ary teaching certificate more than twenty years ago, and one thing a lot 
of folks forget and a lot of college students don't know is that many of 
us who teach in the university have had no formal teacher training, 
though even the best teacher training can't prepare a teacher as thor- 
oughly as daily classroom experience and personal contact with actual, 
rather than theoretical, students. When I entered my first college com- 
position classroom, I was handed a textbook and wished good luck. I'd 
done my student teaching and a little high school subbing, of course, 
but how I wish I'd known Melissa and Susan back then! 

In the two years I've worked with CAPP, I've shamelessly taken 
full advantage of our high school teachers' expertise as well as their 
resources. Susan has provided me with a wealth of material for teach- 
ing both creative writing and research in College English I, material 
easily adaptable to my university classrooms. Observing Susan's class 
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the day she took her students through an inspired critical analysis of 
"Hills Like White Elephants/' Susan having just returned from a critical 
theory workshop, I was reminded of why I became a teacher. She was 
clearly excited about sharing what she'd learned, and the students re- 
sponded in kind. Likewise, watching Melissa steer her students through 
a potentially deadly lecture on sentence structure was like watching a 
champion figure skater in practice. Her grace, flair, and expertise, com- 
bined with her enthusiasm and good humor, made for a memorable 
lesson, and using her students' own names in sample sentences was a 
brilliant touch. Melissa has visited my college classroom, too, as a guest 
speaker in my Advanced Composition for Secondary Education class. 
My students, most of them English majors, have felt free to ask Melissa 
a full range of questions about her own students, her classroom, and 
her career path, and have appreciated her "insider" perspectives on the 
challenges they are about to face and the rewards they have in store. 

CAPP is cooperative in the truest sense of the word, as it provides 
both the incentives and the circumstances for a meaningful, professional 
exchange of resources, ideas, and inspiration. 

Implications 

Susan: Because the CAPP high school student and the first-year college 
student in English 101 have different pressures, the curriculum and 
pedagogy must reflect these differences. Certainly the writing we all 
teach must prepare students for life; we're teaching not just the writing 
process and usage concepts but, more important, the self-awareness that 
comes from personal narratives such as the reflective essay and the col- 
lege admissions essay. 

Melissa: The high school student enrolled in a CAPP class has a won- 
derful opportunity to experience the education college offers. These stu- 
dents can take the risk of attempting college-level work without all of 
the other new experiences first-year college students go through on 
campus. Finally, in the nurturing environment of a high school class- 
room, a college-bound senior can prepare for the transition with the 
safety net that time, instruction, and experiences allow. 

Susan: I don't think that I have an outstanding writing ability, but I be- 
lieve I can recognize it in others. I see myself as more of a coach, en- 
couraging students when they have doubts about their abilities or, more 
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specifically, about a particular essay assignment. I hope that after they 
have completed CAPP composition, my students will feel they have 
learned or that their writing has improved. And when one stops to con- 
sider the significance of helping young people become better commu- 
nicators, few jobs are more rewarding. 

Melissa: I agree, and I can add that I know of my students' continued 
success because alumni return to share their achievements in college. It 
feels great when I learn that former CAPP students receive good grades 
on writing assignments from college professors. It feels even better when 
they speak of specific things they learned, like the student who shared 
last fall that her history professor is really strict about using an active 
voice in writing, a skill I repeatedly hound my students to adopt. She 
e-mailed me to express gratitude that she did well in his class! 

Susan: I am indebted to some of my coaches; besides A1 Tripp, my co- 
operating teacher during my student teaching days, I am grateful to the 
high school teacher who inspired me to follow her career path, Mrs. 
Lynn Schlies. And finally, to the English teacher who began the CAPP 
courses at Elkhorn High School and who established high standards for 
CAPP composition. Dr. K Hutchinson. In the final analysis, we must 
consider the thousands (by now) of students and hundreds of teachers 
who have benefited from this unique program, the dream of Dr. Earl 
Hutchinson and Dr. Leflin, the co-founders. Their idea has thrived un- 
der the able administration of current directors Polly Montgomery and 
Steve Winters and former director, Mary Beth Petesch. This program 
requires a team approach; in addition to the adjunct faculty such as 
Melissa and me who teach the classes, the liaisons have the responsi- 
bility not only for teaching their own college classes but also for mak- 
ing onsite visits to surrounding high schools. 

Melissa: We agree that this collaboration between high school and uni- 
versity is instructive not only for students but also for teachers, person- 
ally and professionally. CAPP high school students and first-year col- 
lege students in English 101 have different pressures. We prepare our 
students for college writing, whereas college professors perhaps feel 
they must prepare their students for wider objectives. Increased com- 
munication between the levels can benefit both ends of the educational 
spectrum since we have so much to learn from one another. 
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11 Creating a Connected 
Space: Mentoring in 
the Zone of Proximal 
Development 

Kim Jaxon 

California State University, Chico 

This university-high school collaboration involved the creation of an 
online mentoring program to help high school students improve their 
writing skills. Following is an account of how the program developed, 
what it entails, and how it seems to be working so far. 

I n the fall of 2000, composition faculty at California State University, 
Chico were approached by the director of the Precollegiate Academic 
Development (PAD) program 1 about the possibility of creating a writ- 
ing program for high school students that would decrease the need for 
remediation at the college level. Specifically, we were asked if we would 
create a "test-prep workshop" for students taking the English Placement 
Test (EPT) with the goal of raising test scores, thereby reducing the need 
for remedial English classes. We said no. We said no because the EPT 
score is not a good indicator or predictor of student success in the first- 
year writing course, and we believe that "test-prep for the EPT" is not 
what high school students need if we truly want to help them navigate 
the writing tasks being asked of them at the university level. Instead of 
a test-prep program model, we offered to develop a writing program 
for high school students that would give them access and exposure to 
university-level writing tasks. The director of the PAD program agreed, 
so in the fall of 2000 I began to create the Online Mentoring Program 
for High School Scholars. 

The Theory 

The model we created for working with high school students reflects 
the work of CSU, Chico's first-year writing program, so I believe it is 
important to include a brief summary of the theories that inform the 
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program. CSU, Chico's first-year writing program is based on theories 
of literacy that identify writing as a practice as opposed to a series of 
"skills" that must be mastered. Reading and writing are not seen as 
having an absolute value; the practice of writing changes as the task 
changes, so it is difficult, if not impossible, to assess writing ability in a 
general way. Further, the program is informed by Vygotsky's concept 
of "the zone of proximal development." Vygotsky states that the zone 
of proximal development is the difference between a student's "actual 
development as determined by independent problem solving" and the 
higher level of "potential development as determined through problem 
solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable 
peers" (Wertsch 86). In other words, structured activities led by more 
capable peers may allow students who test at one level to reach higher 
levels than they would be capable of on their own. With this in mind, 
CSU, Chico developed a program to help students succeed in doing the 
work of first-year composition by actually doing the work of first-year 
composition, not by simply preparing to do it. An understanding of lit- 
eracy theory, and student potential as outlined by Vygotsky, have moved 
the first-year writing program at CSU, Chico toward student access to 
first-year composition. At CSU, Chico, in place of a series of basic writ- 
ing classes, all students take the same first-year composition course, 
called English 1. For this reason, it may be apparent why we were skep- 
tical about providing "test-prep" for high school seniors — we know that 
these students need access to actual writing tasks, not preparation for 
something else. 

The move toward placing all students in the first-year writing 
course does not mean that CSU, Chico abandons students who may 
need more support. In addition to English 1, some students will also be 
required to enroll in an adjunct workshop, English 1A. Their eligibility 
for enrolling in English 1A is determined by taking the English Place- 
ment Test, which is intended to assess the student's level of ability in 
reading and writing. The first-year writing program is required by the 
chancellor's office "to use placement test scores and to 'place' students, 
[and] all students with low scores are required to take an adjunct work- 
shop while enrolled in English 1" (Rodby 110); therefore, students who 
test below 147 on the EPT at CSU, Chico take English 1 A, along with the 
English 1 class, to support their work in the first-year composition course. 
This cutoff score for "remedial" designation is higher than that of other 
CSU campuses in order to meet English 1 A program goals. 

In addition to providing a "space" for students with low test 
scores, the English 1A workshop does provide additional support for 
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students who need more scaffolding in English 1. While the program 
administrators would like to see the support available in the workshop 
offered for all English 1 students, currently the program can support 
only students who test below 147 on the EPT. Of the students who take 
English 1A along with English 1 (and therefore have been designated 
"remedial" by test scores), 84 percent pass first-year composition the 
first semester. The level of student success with the writing demanded 
of them in the academy, regardless of test scores, informed the decision 
to create a writing program for high school seniors that was based on 
the kinds of real writing tasks being asked of them in the university as 
opposed to a program that would help them prepare for a test that might 
have no bearing on their success or failure in English 1. 

The success students demonstrated in completing the tasks asked 
of them in the first-year writing course, along with Vygotsky's "zone of 
proximal development," provide a theoretical foundation for under- 
standing why we developed the Online Mentoring Program for high 
school seniors. Institutionally sanctioned settings (Wertsch) such as the 
Online Mentoring Program provide a site where structured activities 
led by more capable peers allow students who test at one level to reach 
higher levels than they would be capable of reaching on their own. 
Vygotsky developed the zone of proximal development as a way to dis- 
cover "how a child can become 'what he not yet is'" (Wertsch 67). This 
theory allows us to create a program for high school students to evolve 
as writers, and it is why I set out to create a program that modeled the 
activities of CSU, Chico's first-year writing course. 

The Online Mentoring Program: An Overview 

As stated earlier, the goal of the program is to provide writing assis- 
tance and support for high school students in order to better prepare 
them for the kinds of writing tasks that will be required of them at the 
university level. High school students who are involved in the program 
have the opportunity to conduct their own research project. The research 
assignment is coordinated by the high school instructor and graduate 
student mentors and asks students to make an argument about an is- 
sue they are interested in researching. It allows students to work with 
an assignment that is very much like the writing assignments being 
asked of students at the university level. In fact, the assignment we used 
for the spring 2001 semester was adapted from an assignment currently 
being used in CSU, Chico's first-year writing course that focuses on 
academic writing for the public. 
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The students' work is supported both by face-to-face interaction 
and through online technology: students participate in four workshops 
(three held at the high school campus and one at the university cam- 
pus) led by graduate student mentors, and also participate in online 
discussions with the mentors. The online discussions provide ongoing, 
weekly support for the students and are mediated by the use of a listserv, 
an online discussion forum that allows students to pose questions and post 
drafts of their essays for feedback from the graduate mentors. Unlike 
standard e-mail postings, all subscribers to the listserv are sent posts to 
the list at the same time. 2 This forum allows students to see and respond 
to each other's work as well as see each other's responses from the men- 
tors. As a way to facilitate the students' understanding of this online 
space, the mentors created “listserv protocol" prior to our first postings. 
The protocol helped remind students that the list was a public space, 
and as such, they should be sensitive to language choices and remember to 
identify who they are and what they are responding to with each post. 

The Participants 

The High School Faculty 

At CSU, Chico, I am fortunate to work with faculty such as Tom Fox, 
who heads the Northern California Writing Project. As director of 
NCWP, he collaborates with an amazing group of public school teach- 
ers, including high school English teachers. In order to create the Online 
Mentoring Program, he introduced me to Rochelle Ramay, a high school 
English teacher from Coming Union High School in Corning, Califor- 
nia. Rochelle acts as a mentor to other high school English teachers and 
runs a variety of workshops for NCWP; she is truly an amazing teacher 
and researcher. Luckily for our program, she was excited by the possi- 
bility of connecting her seniors with college-level writing tasks. In De- 
cember 2000, Rochelle and I met to discuss possible ideas for writing 
projects and for recruiting students. It is important to note here that this 
is a true collaboration between the high school instructor and this pro- 
gram. The writing tasks outlined here can be negotiated based on the 
high school teacher's knowledge of his or her students' needs. 

The role of the high school teacher is extensive; he or she must be 
willing to work with the coordinator in developing and giving feed- 
back on the writing assignments. In addition, the teacher must commu- 
nicate with parents and high school administrators. During the spring 
2001 term, for example, Rochelle wrote a thoughtful letter to parents 
and administrators requesting permission for students to engage with 
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topics that might normally be considered taboo in a high school setting, 
such as the current abortion debate and same-sex marriage. She was 
able to get all parties to agree that students should be allowed to engage 
in current debates, even the issues that are controversial by high school 
standards. She wrote descriptions of each student's writing history, in- 
cluding a short assessment of the student's writing ability based on prior 
work for her class, and gave us access to the students' current curricu- 
lum and samples of their work. It was not uncommon for Rochelle and 
me to exchange three to four e-mails a week in order to keep each other 
informed on the students' progress in the program. 

The Students 

While the goal of the Online Mentoring Program is to provide writing 
assistance and support for high school students to better prepare them 
for the kinds of writing tasks that will be required of them in college, a 
key feature of this goal is to provide access to any student who chooses 
to participate. Rochelle and I agreed from our earliest meetings that this 
program would not be labeled either an "honors" course or a "reme- 
dial" course. In other words, we did not create a program based on a 
model of labeling "good" or "bad" writers. As stated earlier, theories of 
literacy frame the understanding that labels such as "honors," "basic," 
and "remedial" do not reflect what students can do when supported 
by more capable peers. For this reason, Rochelle set out to recruit stu- 
dents from the various levels represented in her four English sections 
at Corning Union High School. As an incentive to participate in the pro- 
gram, we offer students the opportunity to earn one unit of university 
credit through the High School Scholars Program at CSU, Chico. Stu- 
dents interested in earning credit pay a seven-dollar fee and fill out the 
appropriate paperwork, which includes an application to enroll at CSU, 
Chico, and a form signed by the high school counselor or English 
teacher. It is important to note, however, that students may opt to be 
involved in the program without enrolling in the High School Scholars 
component. We also offer a certificate of completion that is given to them 
during their senior awards banquet. 

During the spring 2001 term, twenty-five students from a variety 
of Rochelle's senior English classes chose to participate. Most of these 
students will be attending college in the fall, mainly at CSU campuses, 
including CSU, Chico. According to feedback from Rochelle, these stu- 
dents represent a range of abilities in writing, although the students 
have been asked to work mainly with analyzing and understanding 
literary texts, as required in most high school English programs. 
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The Mentors 

While Rochelle was exploring student interest in the program, I was 
searching for graduate students to act as mentors for the high school 
students. (We chose the term "mentors" because we believe that the high 
school students are not "lacking" — the students do not require "tutors." 
The students, for the most part, have not been exposed to college-level 
writing tasks, so we are providing mentors, "more capable peers," who 
do understand the tasks being asked of these students.) The search for 
mentors was not difficult due to the extensive TA training provided in 
our program. I was able to hire two graduate mentors, both of whom 
had taken graduate courses in the theories and practice of tutoring and 
theories in teaching first-year writing. Both had taught our English 1 
course and introductory literature courses for at least two semesters, 
so they were already familiar with the writing practices in our program. 
Therefore, they did not have to complete lots of training before work- 
ing with the high school seniors. We met on a weekly basis to plan work- 
shops and discuss the student writing and how we were responding to 
the writing. On average the mentors each worked five to ten hours a 
week. 

Most of the mentors' work for the program involved designing 
workshops and responding to student writing. They also worked hard 
to find resources for individual student topics; since they were familiar 
with the topics students selected, it was not uncommon for the mentors 
to send an article on Napster or cloning, for example, to the listserv. The 
mentors adopted the attitude, "It's not that we know more, it's just that 
we got here first," as a way to think about their work with students — 
they believed students were capable of doing the work, especially if 
mentors could help scaffold the work for them. 

The Online Program Coordinator 

As the coordinator of the program, I am responsible for design, devel- 
opment, and assessment. While I spend most of my time working with 
the high school faculty and mentors to design the workshops and writ- 
ing tasks, I also spend an enormous amount of time on a myriad of de- 
tails: filling out timesheets, filling out paperwork for all participants to 
be fingerprinted in order to work in the high schools, reserving trans- 
portation to the high schools, reading student work, and keeping the 
PAD coordinator and provost's office informed of our progress. The 
needs change from day to day, and I have discovered the importance 
of remaining available and flexible. 
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The Workshops 

Workshop 1 — Presentation of Topic and Research Proposal 

During the first workshop, mentors visited the high school campus and 
gave students strategies for working with an assignment and for gen- 
erating topic ideas. Students were presented the major assignment for 
the semester, which asks them to write an extended research paper that: 

■ selects the most relevant research for discussion and then states 
clearly the relationship between the different approaches, points 
of view, or perspectives 

■ argues for a specific approach, point of view, or side to the ques- 
tion, even if it is tentative (i.e., "at this point in time, given the 
research I have read/conducted, I argue that . . .") 

■ is thoroughly and carefully documented (MLA format) 

Students may rely on written sources (including Internet sources, which 
are discussed at a subsequent workshop) and film, interviews, surveys, 
and so forth, but they must cite from at least four sources, two of which 
must be written. 

After presenting the assignment to the students, the mentors be- 
gan to help students generate topic ideas. Mentors brought an array of 
sources — magazines, newspapers, journals — and led students through 
activities that helped them understand current issues in public discourse. 
Students were asked to think about what makes a good research topic, 
and they were given a set of criteria for topic selection. The topics needed 
to: 



■ be a question or problem being debated, discussed, or explored 
in public discourse 

■ be discussed in different ways for different audiences 

■ have a history that can be researched 

■ be interesting and relevant to the student 

■ be narrow enough that students can attain some expertise in 
four to five weeks of study 

After explaining the criteria, mentors asked students to get into 
groups of three or four and to skim through the texts; as a group, the 
students needed to choose three issues for possible research stemming 
from issues being currently debated in the public sphere and using the 
criteria for topic selection to evaluate their choices. Then, as a group, 
they were asked to share with the entire class the following: 
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■ What does your text choose to highlight? 

■ What seems to matter to the publishers of your text? 

■ Which three topics do you see as possible research issues for 
the class? 

■ How do your choices match the "criteria"? 

During our first workshop, we were pleased by the level of com- 
plexity of students' topic selections. As a whole group, students dis- 
cussed U.S. intervention in foreign policy, standardized testing, Napster, 
cloning, the portrayal of women in various media, exit exams, and haz- 
ing in Greek organizations. Students were able to articulate how the 
issues met the criteria outlined by the mentors, and they were engaged 
and enthusiastic about the variety of possibilities. 

For the remainder of the first workshop, the mentors modeled 
how to write a proposal for the research topics. Students were asked to 
submit a proposal to the listserv during the week following the initial 
workshop. The proposal asked students to write a two-paragraph sum- 
mary of the topic they had chosen. In this summary, they needed to 
include possible arguments that they thought might be a part of their 
chosen issue. They were asked to think about what they might uncover 
and what they thought the debate surrounding their topic was and to 
comment on at least three various perspectives /positions on the issue — 
students were told that it is okay to make guesses about what they think 
they might uncover by researching the topic. They were also told to 
include a research question — this would be a real question they did not 
already know the answer to, but one that could be answered by further 
research. Finally, they needed to include a short discussion of why this 
topic was relevant and important to them. 

During the week following the workshop, the mentors and I were 
impressed by the student proposals. Students had chosen debatable, 
relevant topics, and they asked smart questions about the direction their 
research should take. The mentors' responses to the proposals focused 
on helping students narrow down topic ideas, and the mentors gave 
students suggestions for possible resources for their topics, including 
online sources the graduate students were aware of. 

Workshop 2 — Researching the Topics 

The next face-to-face meeting with the high school students took place 
on the CSU, Chico campus in our English department computer lab. 
Students were invited to the campus to use the facilities to conduct their 
research. During the first half-hour of the workshop, students were directed 
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through the variety of resources available through the university 
library's online research station. Specifically, we showed students how 
to use EBSCO and LexisNexis to find online journals, newspaper, and 
magazines sources, and we showed them how to send these documents 
to their own e-mail or print the documents in our computer lab. We also 
gave students a handout listing a variety of Internet sources such as 
cnn.com, nytimes.com, newsweek.com, wired.com, and greenpeace.org, 
as well as a variety of online campus newspapers such as those from 
Harvard, Stanford, UCLA, and CSU, Chico. Students spent the next two 
hours using the computer lab to search these various sources while the 
mentors helped answer questions and guide student searches. 

After a short break, the final phase of this second workshop fo- 
cused on helping students understand how outside sources are used to 
support an argument in an essay. Students read a model essay from the 
publication Working Ideas , which is put together by CSU, Chico's En- 
glish 1 program. The publication consists of models of student essays, 
written for the English 1 course, which have been selected for inclusion 
by a panel of faculty judges outside the English department. After the 
students read an essay silently, the mentors asked students to get into 
groups of three or four to look at how sources were used in the student 
model. Students were then asked to report to the whole group; a thought- 
ful discussion followed about the variety of sources, how they were used 
and formatted, and how students could apply this understanding to 
their own essays. 

For the remainder of the day, students had lunch on our campus 
and were given a campus tour. We also asked them to post feedback to 
the listserv; we asked them to comment in these reflections on what 
they understood the purpose of the campus visit to be. We asked the 
following questions: 

■ Was it clear to you what the goals were? 

■ What did you think went well? What was the most helpful? 

■ What would you have done differently? What improvements 
would you suggest for the next time we conduct this workshop 
with a group of students? 

The feedback we received from students was incredibly positive. Most 
commented on the amount of research they were able to find and how 
helpful this was. Many discussed how they had used only search en- 
gines such as Yahoo! in the past and that they now realized how lim iting 
this type of resource is in finding quality research. Students also addressed 
the helpfulness of working with the model essay; they believed they had 
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a better understanding of how the sources would work in their essays. 
All mentioned how much they enjoyed being on campus and how ex- 
cited they were about leaving for college in the fall. Students made sug- 
gestions about visiting the library for future workshops and asked that 
we include a visit to a "real" English 1 class. 

Workshop 3 — Drafting the Assignment 

Mentors led students through prewriting and drafting exercises for this 
third workshop, held at the high school campus. We asked students to 
come to the workshop having read through their research and thought 
about the variety of perspectives represented in the research. During 
the workshop, we asked them to examine their sources by answering 
the following questions for each source: 

■ What is the main claim of the text? What is the text presenting 
or arguing? Is there more than one claim in the text? 

■ Who wrote the piece (doctor, teacher, reporter, consumer, etc.)? 



■ Why would the author of the article argue or present the topic 
in the way he or she does? What might be the underlying rea- 
sons for arguing this way? 

After spending thirty to forty minutes answering the questions, students 
were asked to make a graph or drawing to visually chart their sources 
and their position in the argument. They were given the following di- 
rections: 

■ On a separate sheet of paper, write a two- to three-sentence sum- 
mary of your sources (you may find that you can use the an- 
swers that you worked with in the previous exercise). Make a 
chart or graph that represents each summary; place opposing 
views opposite each other, for example, or show connections 
between similar arguments made by the various authors. 

■ After you've plotted your summaries, place your tentative ar- 
gument on the graph. Where do you fit in the debate? Which 
parts of other arguments do you agree with? Disagree with? 

Why? 

■ Share your graphs in pairs, explaining the debate to your peer 
and where you think you fit in the debate. 

Students in this workshop came up with a variety of ideas for charting 
their sources and began to make connections between a variety of ar- 
guments surrounding their issues and to discuss their tentative claims 
and arguments. 
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After a short break, the students were asked to come up with a 
variety of ideas for getting started on writing the paper. The mentors 
asked students to consider a variety of ways to write the introduction, 
and the mentors wrote ideas on the board solicited from the students; 
these strategies included starting with a short background on the his- 
tory of the debate, an overview of the current debate, or a scenario (such 
as a current court case or a personal narrative), or by outlining the op- 
position argument. The mentors then modeled a variety of outlining/ 
mapping techniques, and students spent the remainder of the work- 
shop mapping their essays. Students were asked to post their mapping 
strategies or outlines to the listserv within the next week for mentor 
feedback. 

Workshop 4 — Editing and Citation 

The final workshop, held at the high school, required students to bring 
a (mostly) final version of their essays. (Between the third and fourth 
workshops, students had posted a "best first effort" of their essays to 
the listserv and had received feedback on those drafts from the men- 
tors. Students arrived at this workshop having revised their essays based 
on the feedback and subsequent discussions with the mentors on the 
listserv.) Mentors assisted students with editing and grammar concerns; 
the focus of the workshop was on using MLA format for in-text cita- 
tions and creating a works cited page. Students were all given access to 
grammar handbooks and worked together to edit their texts. 

Preliminary Conclusions 

The feedback we are getting from students (we are still collecting feed- 
back from the initial trial) and the level of work they are doing suggest 
that this program is working in the ways we hoped — students have 
access to and success with college-level writing tasks. Our plan is to track 
these students through their first-year college writing classes to see if 
we can make connections between their work in the Online Mentoring 
Program and their success in first-year writing courses. 

In retrospect, the success to this point of the program comes from 
a variety of influences. First, the students self-select to participate in the 
program. They are not chosen based on their prior success or failure 
with writing assignments; instead, they volunteer to engage in the writ- 
ing tasks we present to them and they receive college credit and recog- 
nition for their efforts. Second, we have a highly trained group of par- 
ticipants, including high school faculty who are engaged in ongoing 
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scholarly research and stay informed about current writing pedagogy. 
Rochelle Ramay's students were familiar with mapping, drafting, re- 
vising, and making claims in their work with literary texts. In addition, 
the mentors are highly trained graduate students and teachers of record 
in first-year writing courses at CSU, Chico; they are prepared to respond 
to and assess student needs, and they have an understanding of the 
literacy research that informs the program. (In the future, I would like 
to consider hiring undergraduate mentors who are training to become 
high school English teachers, but these hires would need to be trained 
in responding to student work and in components of literacy theory.) 
Finally, we do not base the success of this program on the “products" 
produced by students. While we worked hard to move the students 
along in terms of their writing goals and abilities, and the students are 
producing thoughtful and well-researched essays, we are also interested 
in their exposure and access to university writing tasks and resources. 
For this reason, we see student involvement as a measure of success. 

I would argue that in future seminars all workshops should be 
held on the university campus rather than the high school campus. 3 
Part of the reason stems from student excitement and feedback about 
the campus workshop, but we also noticed a difference in student en- 
gagement with the tasks while in the university space. Workshops held 
at the high school were negotiated around rally posters, cheerleading 
uniforms, interruptions from "notes from the office," and dress-up days. 
The students viewed the work we did on the high school campus as 
"less scholarly"; one could argue that this is due to the space allowed by 
the high school setting. In student responses, they always asked for more 
exposure to the campus — the addition of another library day or being 
allowed to visit a "real" English 1 class — which seems a reasonable re- 
quest. If part of our goal is to give students exposure to the university, 
obviously this is easier to do while on the university campus. 

Our program is very much a work in progress; although we are 
finding the work to be valuable and engaging for both mentors and 
students, we are eager to explore further an understanding of the "space" 
we are creating. We are not always sure what to call it — it is never com- 
pletely high school, or college, or online. But even if the physical and 
virtual space cannot yet be defined, we do know we've developed an 
institutionally sanctioned setting that creates a space in which writing 
matters. 
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Notes 

1. According to PAD's published goals, "The Precollegiate Academic 
Development Program (PAD) funds CSU student interns to work in public 
schools to help K— 12 students who need assistance in strengthening precollegiate 
English and mathematics skills. PAD is committed to working with local el- 
ementary and secondary institutions and with other segments of higher edu- 
cation in a comprehensive effort to promote the acquisition of basic academic 
skills." While I believe PAD acts as a valuable sponsor for collaborative pro- 
grams, we differ in our interpretation of "basic skills" and what they may or 
may not include. 

2. The listserv was made available through our campus resources; 
WebCT, Blackboard, HorizonLive, or other types of Web communication soft- 
ware could be easily substituted. We are considering using HorizonLive in fu- 
ture semesters because it allows for video and audio technology in the form of 
real time "chats." 

3. The students' visit to the university campus was funded by "field 
trip money made available to the high school through the local school district, 
not by the Precollegiate Academic Development program. 
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12 “Why Do I Have to Take 
Remedial English?” 

A Collaborative Model 
to Solve a National 
Problem 

Chris Jennings 

Tidewater Community College 

Jane Hunn 

Salem High School 

When students with good grades in high school English consistently 
scored poorly on a community college's assessment measure, Chris (a 
community college instructor) and Jane (a high school teacher) began to 
examine both the assessment process and the preparation being given 
those students in high school. By bringing secondary and postsecondary 
teachers together to talk, they identified several problems and found some 

solutions. 



M ary, a typical senior from a typical high school, graduates with 
a B average in English. She registers at the local community 
college, takes a twenty -minute placement exam, and finds her- 
self enrolled in a semester noncredit, four-hour, remedial composition 
course. She returns to visit her high school English teacher to share her 
news. The teacher is aghast: "What is wrong with the college placement 
instrument? What is the college testing?" 

Mary begrudgingly enrolls in developmental composition at the 
community college where she sees classmates from high schools across 
the city who also wonder why they have to take remedial English. The 
instructor reads the students' first papers and is aghast: "What is being 
taught in the high school English class? Why are students unprepared 
for college composition?" 

This scenario is being repeated across the nation. Educational 
reports reveal that high school students are graduating with deficient 
writing skills while college developmental programs are expanding. 
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National, state, and local reports emphasize the magnitude of the prob- 
lem. Historically, according to the Virginia State Council of Higher Edu- 
cation, one in four Virginia public school graduates enrolls in remedial 
courses in state-supported colleges ("5,748 Incoming Freshmen"). 

Chris: Our college catalog has been adding more sections of develop- 
mental composition each semester to meet the needs of increasing num- 
bers of students placing into remedial English. In 1996, 74.4 percent of 
area high school graduates attending Tidewater Community College 
(TCC) placed into developmental courses; 79.0 percent of Salem High 
School (SHS) students enrolled in developmental English, math, and 
reading classes. Data from 1997 through 2000 reveal that recent high 
school graduates from Virginia Beach City Public Schools have been 
placed in developmental English courses at an average rate of 45 per- 
cent; as a result of intervention strategies, however, students from SHS 
fell from a 1997 placement rate of 41 percent to a 2000 rate of 25 per- 
cent. 

Jane: In 1996 1 was teaching an English 11 (junior-level) class and a dual 
enrollment English 111-112 class at Salem High for college credit at TCC. 
At the end of the school year, when my English 11 students were tested 
by TCC for placement into the dual enrollment course, I noticed that 
students who were good writers were not testing into the senior-level 
course. Other teachers in our department noted the same problem. We 
contacted the English department at TCC to better understand their 
placement process. 

Chris: I was asked by my division chair to investigate the issues of cur- 
riculum and placement with teachers from Salem High. As a college, 
we surveyed English 12 (senior-level) teachers and students to deter- 
mine perceived strengths and weaknesses of the then-current teaching 
of composition and to ascertain teaching staff and student needs. Four- 
teen teachers and 415 students responded. Data showed that 36 percent 
of the students indicated their ability to write well was extremely im- 
portant to them, 57 percent indicated it was important, and 7 percent 
indicated it was not important at all. 

When we asked students to choose one of five facial expressions 
indicative of their feelings about writing, 42 percent chose one labeled 
"indifferent," 34 percent selected "confident," 9 percent chose "anxious," 

5 percent chose "lonely," and 10 percent chose "undecided." Of all the 
types of writing they did outside of class, letters were the most popular. 
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Students were asked to rank ten strategies for becoming better 
writers. Twenty-three selected "More group opportunities in class to 
discuss your drafts"; the next largest percentage selected "More infor- 
mal writing assignments." Twelve percent responded, "More instruc- 
tions from teachers." No one chose "More lectures." 

Jane: When we surveyed the teachers about classroom activities, they 
reported spending an average of 7 percent of class time teaching gram- 
mar and punctuation usage. Although they allocated 13 percent of class 
time to writing and revising, they spent the majority of instructional time 
on lecturing, collaborative writing, journal writing, reading and oral 
discussion, and audiovisual presentations. 

Twenty- three percent of the teachers wanted "Increased time for 
instruction in grammar and punctuation," and 30 percent believed 
"More group interaction in the writing process" would improve student 
writing. The teachers' most difficult challenge in the teaching of writ- 
ing was "Teaching students correct structure, punctuation, and gram- 
mar." Surveyed about their attendance at recent professional develop- 
ment writing workshops, teachers responded that 62 percent of them 
had never attended any, 30 percent had attended one in 1997, and 8 
percent had attended one in 1996. 

Chris: After reviewing the surveys, talking to the teachers at the high 
school, and researching the literature on college-high school partner- 
ships, I worked with faculty from TCC and SHS to prepare a grant ap- 
plication for monies from the Fund for the Improvement of 
Postsecondary Education (FIPSE) to develop a collaborative project. I 
had also been working with assessment issues and investigating the 
research on multiple indicators for placement testing; much of the lit- 
erature proposed the use of portfolios for authentic assessment. 

Jane: Somehow, out of all of this a team approach to improving students' 
ability to write at the college level was implemented at the high school 
with input from the college. Coincidentally, our language arts coordi- 
nator was emphasizing the use of portfolios in the classroom. 

Chris: In August 1998, the U.S. Department of Education notified Tide- 
water Community College that a three-year grant award of approxi- 
mately one-third of a million dollars had been awarded effective Sep- 
tember 1, 1998. With many activities tentatively planned, all project per- 
sonnel jumped into the fire with boots on and feet running. 
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The goal of the three-year project was to align twelfth-grade writ- 
ing instruction at Salem High School with requirements of satisfactory 
placement in college composition at Tidewater Community College. The 
project goals were (1) to examine the placement procedure for entering 
students and (2) to improve students' placement in college writing 
courses. 

Jane: The model was defined as a team of English 12 teachers and their 
students working with Chris, the grant director. Three English 12 teach- 
ers and I met with Chris weekly to plan activities and coordinate sched- 
ules. A study group of 150 to 200 students participated in the project 
each year. One college faculty member, the high school department chair, 
and three English 12 high school teachers implemented strategies to 
achieve project objectives: 

1. To develop and disseminate a model for staff development in 
writing instruction 

2. To improve student writing and increase the percentage of stu- 
dents competent to take college-level composition courses 

3. To validate a multiple measures writing placement procedure 

Chris: To determine the placement levels of senior English students at 
SHS, we used two of the traditional college placement instruments: 
COMPASS, a computer adaptive writing assessment instrument, and a 
twenty-minute timed writing sample. At the TCC Virginia Beach cam- 
pus, where I teach, writing samples are read only for students whose 
scores are borderline according to predetermined cutoff scores for de- 
velopmental courses. 

Developmental courses include 

■ English 01 (four noncredit hours) “Preparing for College Writ- 
ing I" 

■ English 03 (four noncredit hours) "Preparing for College Writ- 
ing II" 

The first-year college transfer courses are 

■ English 111 (three credit hours) "College Composition I" 

■ English 112 (three credit hours) "College Composition II" 

Readers — experienced college faculty members — evaluate the 
writing samples holistically for recommended placement in develop- 
mental or college transfer courses. Prior to the grant, no rubrics had been 
developed for placement guidelines. Our counselors often asked for 
feedback on student placements based on writing samples. 
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Jane: We didn't understand the college placement process and ques- 
tioned the validity of the process to predict student success in college- 
level composition. We also had concerns about the application of sec- 
ondary school criteria from the Virginia Standards of Learning and Vir- 
ginia Beach City Schools English objectives in creating alignment be- 
tween high school and college expectations. 

Chris: In the first year of the grant project, we bused the high school 
seniors to our campus for a full day of orientation and testing. Although 
the students enjoyed the opportunity to meet faculty and observe the 
college site, the full day was too disruptive to their schedules. 

Jane: Many of the seniors who work or attend vocational education 
classes at another site are not at SHS for an entire day, so we looked for 
an alternative way of administering tests. In the second and third years 
of the grant project, the college came to us. To address the third objec- 
tive — to validate a multiple measures writing placement procedure — 
COMPASS was administered as a post-test to the project group and to 
a control group of similar makeup in the same high school. Both groups 
also completed a timed writing sample. 

Chris: With the help of our Assessment Office and technology person- 
nel at the high school and college, we were able to test students in the 
high school computer lab during their regular English classes. This 
change also enabled us to test another group of students in the same 
school and obtain control group data for comparison purposes. As the 
project progressed, we brought high school and college faculty together 
for grading sessions to read writing samples and develop a language 
for evaluating the work. Gradually, a rubric has emerged to identify 
student levels of placement, one that we can share with students, teach- 
ers, and counselors. 

A multifold approach was developed to incorporate increased 
communication about writing standards among high school teachers, 
high school students, and college instructors. Many partnerships be- 
tween colleges and high schools have shown successful outcomes, but 
this project presented an opportunity for extensive collaboration to im- 
prove student writing and college placement procedures. Activities in- 
cluded pre- and postplacement testing, professional development for 
high school and college educators, creation of a writing center, explo- 
ration of innovative instructional strategies, portfolio instruction and 
assessment, and ongoing collaboration. 
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Chris: To address the first objective — to develop and disseminate a 
model for staff development — we invited high school and college En- 
glish teachers to attend writing workshops on how to implement inno- 
vative teaching strategies in their composition classes. We purposely 
held the workshops at a neutral site in order to foster a spirit of collabo- 
ration. In addition, my college provided breakfast and lunch to allow 
teachers to talk informally with each other during breaks. We also con- 
tracted with Dr. Kathleen Blake Yancey, author of Portfolios in the Writ- 
ing Classroom, to act as our advisor. 

Jane: In year 1, our workshops focused on aligning public school cur- 
riculum with college writing practices. Participants were introduced to 
writing strategies using portfolios, letters, and reading/writing connec- 
tions. (See Figure 12.1 for a list of speakers and topics in the year 1 work- 
shops.) 

Chris: Because teachers were unclear about the distinctions between 
writing folders and portfolios, our workshops in year 2 targeted the 
portfolio as both an instructional and an assessment tool. These work- 
shops addressed the second objective, to improve student writing. (See 
Figure 12.2 for the topics and speakers in year 2 workshops.) 

Jane: The writing consultant returned throughout the three years of the 
grant to work with the project teachers. In addition, she was contracted 
by our school system to work on a portfolio initiative with teachers in 
grades K-12. 

Chris: In year 3, our workshops were designed to provide opportuni- 
ties for project personnel to model project activities for teachers from 
other schools (see Figure 12.3). The first workshop demonstrated the 
value of writing conferences and encouraged participants to design, set 
up, and manage a high school writing center. As a follow-up to that 
workshop, two high school English departments created writing cen- 
ters at their sites. 

Response to workshop topics from participants has been positive; 
moreover, participants have valued the interaction with their colleagues, 
as evidenced by comments such as "Learning what colleges are look- 
ing for in their freshman writers," "Understanding high school teach- 
ers' position and methods," and "We don't have enough opportunity 
to talk together. Now I understand where my students are coming 
from." 
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Understanding the SOLs 

■ Phyllis Ayers 

Virginia State Department of 
Education 

Descriptive and Prescriptive 
Elements of the Virginia Beach SOLs 

■ Lorna Roberson 

Virginia Beach City Public Schools 

Development of Writing Instruction 

■ Joe Antinarella 

Tidewater Community College 

Engaging Student Interest in 
Writing and Development of 
Writing Portfolios 

■ Kathleen Blake Yancey 
University of North Carolina at 
Charlotte 

Teaching and Learning through 
Letters 

■ Donna Reiss 

Tidewater Community College 

Peer Collaboration in Writing 

■ Joe Antinarella 

Tidewater Community College 

Evaluating Writing and Portfolio 
Assessment 

■ Kathleen Blake Yancey 
University of North Carolina at 
Charlotte 

The Reading and Writing Connection 

■ Christopher Thaiss 
George Mason University 



An explanation of the Virginia Standards 
of Learning and how they are intended 
for use in Virginia's public school 
systems. 

The SOLs as defined for English teachers 
of the Virginia Beach City Public Schools 
system. 

The use of the SOLs in developing the 
writing curriculum to reach goals. 



Exploration of the composing process 
and portfolio instruction. 



Understanding the characteristics of 
letters and the students' enjoyment of 
writing them, and approaches to using 
them to foster writing in the classroom. 

Exploration of group instruction and peer 
editing. 



Different types of portfolios and assess- 
ment using reflective pieces and a rubric. 



Development of strategies for improving 
student writing about literature. 



Figure 12.1. Writing Workshops 1998-1999. 



Chris: To provide more opportunities for students to receive feedback 
on their writing, my college sponsored a high school writing center at 
SHS in year 1 of the grant using our college writing center as a model. 
In the second and third years, the high school center became a pivotal 
part of the collaboration involving college and high school faculties and 
students. An innovative component of the high school center is the use 
of high school students as consultants. We visited high school dual en- 
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Motivating Students with Innovative 
Grammar and Revision Strategies 

■ Kathleen Blake Yancey 
Clemson University 

Portfolios 

■ Kathleen Blake Yancey 
Clemson University 

Writing Portfolio Assessment Project 

■ Kathleen Blake Yancey 
Clemson University 

Writing Sample Workshop 

■ Sally Harrell 

Tidewater Community College 



Exploration of revision strategies that 
enliven the writing process. 



Portfolio assessment and what to do 
with it. 

Reading portfolios for college placement. 

Development of a portfolio system for 
the Virginia Beach City Public Schools. 



Development of a rubric to be used for 
writing samples in the placement 
process. 



Figure 12.2. Writing Workshops 1999-2000. 



A Model for Teacher Collaboration 
and Innovation 

■ FIPSE Tidewater Community 
College /Salem High School Project 
Team 

Refining the Portfolio Process/The 
Changing Role of the Instructor in the 
Composition Classroom 

■ Kathleen Blake Yancey 
Clemson University 

Using Portfolios for Evaluation and 
Assessment 

■ Kathleen Blake Yancey 
Clemson University 



Introduction to partnership concept. 
Guide to setting up a writing center. 
Identification of and resources for teacher 
training. 

Strategies for writing instruction. 

Refining the writing process. 

Exploring strategies for focusing on 
student change and growth in the 
composition classroom. 

Managing portfolio instruction. 

Providing meaningful feedback to the 
writer. 

Reading sample portfolios. 

Reviewing rubrics for evaluation. 

Using portfolio assessment/evaluation 
techniques. 



Figure 12.3. Writing Workshops 2000-2001. 



rollment and honors English classes to train students to work as volun- 
teer consultants. In addition, my college donated materials and re- 
sources from our writing center. Faculty donated handbooks and col- 
lege-level texts as well. 



Jane: To staff the writing center, teachers were released from other non- 
teaching duties. Project teachers tutored voluntarily in the center before 
and after school and during lunch breaks. One teacher was designated 
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as the center director. His duties included scheduling teachers to staff 
the center, obtaining and monitoring student consultants, coordinating 
student consultant training, overseeing and securing resources, sched- 
uling bulletin board displays, tracking attendance, preparing presen- 
tations to showcase the center, and establishing a system of rewards to 
encourage students to frequent the center. 

The mission of the high school writing center is to offer a place 
for all students to participate in a writing community where they may 
share and discuss their writing or ask for writing assistance. Teacher 
and volunteer student consultants encourage and support student writ- 
ing. They provide practical assistance to help students understand how 
to interpret writing assignments, generate ideas, find a focus, organize 
information, develop support and evidence, revise, and proofread 
drafts. The center also provides free handouts and other writing re- 
sources. Service is available on a regular, first-come-first-served basis. 
The center offers varied audiences for student writers, cross-curricular 
instructional support, training for student tutors, and a reward system 
for student participants. 

We have a motto for our writing center: "It's a Life Saver." When 
students complete a writing session, they receive a LifeSavers candy. 
They also receive valuable practice in understanding the writing pro- 
cess. Likewise, our student volunteers have discovered that when they 
help others, their own writing improves. 

Chris: Teachers in our project group have also found added value in 
writing center activities. The experience has given them practice in read- 
ing rather than grading student work. Teachers have found their role 
changing from "red pencil" editor to writing coach. And this change 
has carried over into their classrooms. 

Jane: College faculty and our high school textbook publisher donated 
handbooks for all students in the grant project and student consultants 
in the writing center. Students look forward to receiving their own copy 
of a college writing handbook. Who would ever have thought that a 
grammar book would be a carrot? 

Project participants worked in partnership to identify common 
deficient skill areas in the student population and to develop appropri- 
ate strategies and activities for student remediation in writing. Having 
identified the portfolio model as an instructional tool that enables stu- 
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dents to develop responsibility for their learning and demonstrate 
progress, the teachers implemented activities to assist students in pre- 
paring working and presentation portfolios. Many of the activities and 
strategies were the result of participating in workshops, researching 
professional texts, and adapting good practices of other instructors. 
Recognizing that alignment necessitates a mutual relationship of in- 
quiry, research, and willingness to experiment, the project team explored 
and experimented with new instructional strategies. 

Chris: One of the activities was a letter-writing exchange between stu- 
dents in the high school project group and community college English 
111 students (see Figures 12.4 and 12.5 for sample letters). Each year the 
process was tweaked to better adjust to varying schedules of the sepa- 
rate institutions. By the third year, the process began with college stu- 
dents describing "What I wish I had known before I came to college" 
to their high school pen pals, who in turn requested specific informa- 
tion on how best to prepare for college composition. 

Jane: Our high school students enjoyed the opportunity to communi- 
cate with the college students during the fall semester. Again, students 
commented on the value of writing for a specific audience and learn- 
ing what college writing really requires. 

Chris: To introduce another component of assessment, we developed a 
portfolio model for use in the classroom and for college placement. An 
important feature of the portfolio process is training students to reflect 
on their own work and to incorporate instructor response in their writ- 
ing. To provide prompts for reflection, teachers and students have gen- 
erated questions. The format has varied from a letter to the teacher, to 
answers to a series of questions, to self-assessment. Questions such as 
"What is the main idea?"; "What are the key points?"; "WThat problems 
are you having in writing this assignment?"; and "With what part of 
your paper are you most pleased?" have motivated students to react to 
their writing and make predictions about the reader's reaction to their 
writing. 

Peer review as a method of discovery and shared learning was 
incorporated to involve students in a collaborative assessment. A "talk 
back" format enabled students to discuss essential concepts of compo- 
sition (see Figure 12.6). 
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Salem ttigh ScfiooC 
1993 SunDevil Drive 
‘Virginia 'Beach, VA 23464 

October 20, 1998 

Tidewater Community College 
‘ Virginia Beach Campus 
1 700 College Ciescent 
1 Virginia Beach, VIA. 23456 

Dear TCC Student: 

I am a senior at Salem Odigh School. I am seventeen years old and an Honors student. I 
am involved in two school clubs, which include: DEjCA (Distributive “Education Clubs of 
America) andBCC (Blacfj Cultural Club). I have resided in the Virginia Beach area for si^ 
years. 

“My future plans include going to college and finding a career. My top three college 
choices include: Mampton University, Claris Atlanta University, and Old Dominion 
University. 1 plan to major in physical therapy or respiratory therapy. 

What advice would you give to a high school student about writing strategies required 
to be successful in a college writing class ? “Please give me some good pointers or e?(periences 
that you have had in your writing class. 

Sincerely, 

SHS Student 

Figure 12.4. Typical letter from a Salem High School student to a first-year 
Tidewater Community College student. 



Jane: To encourage students to use teacher suggestions for revision, 
highlighter cues were used. In response to student drafts, the teacher 
wrote intertextual comments. Students applied the suggestions to their 
revisions and then highlighted the changes on resubmitted drafts. This 
technique prompted writers to identify and address problem areas in 
their revision process. An alternative method was to request students 
to submit their texts on disks. The teacher then read the draft and in- 
serted intertextual comments. This process encouraged students to read 
and consider each teacher suggestion as they worked within the text. 
Multiple intelligence activities, based on the work of Dr. Howard 
Gardner, have been used to foster individual student strengths. After 
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Tidewater Community College 
‘ Virginia ‘Beach Campus 
1 700 College Ciescent 
‘Virginia Beach, “VA 23456 

November 1, 1998 

SHS Student 
Salem High School 
1993 SurtDevil “Drive 
‘Virginia Beach, “VA 23464 

(Dear SHS Student, 

I am an "English student at Tidewater Community College in “Virginia Beach. I am 
majoring in Administration of Justice. Life you, I was a “DECA memSer at Salem l High 
School. A career in law enforcement is in my near future. (Hopefully something in the federal 
government. 

One hit of advice you should feiow upon entering college English is he prepared to 
write and write a lot. (Most English professors require a student to zvrite anywhere between 
five to seven papers a semester. The papers consist of five paragraphs that include an 
introduction with a clear and thought out thesis statement, three to four paragraphs with 
specific details supporting your thesis statement and finally a conclusion that reiterates your 
thesis statement. All these papers range from anywhere between five hundred to eight 
hundred words. Except when writing a research paper, the word count can jump to fifteen 
hundred to two thousand words. 

' The main strategies in becoming successful in college English are (l)go to all your 
classes (2) tafe excellent notes (3) write in a very clear style without “ rambling ” (4) be 
prepared to zvrite a lot. 

I hope these tips and strategies are helpful and I hope you enjoy English in college 
as much as I do. 



Figure 12.5. Typical letter from a first-year Tidewater Community College 
student to a Salem High School student. 

identifying student learning styles through a multiple intelligence check- 
list, the teacher provided alternative assignments to the traditional writ- 
ten composition, such as a poster, Web page, diorama, picture book, 
newscast, dramatic scene, song lyrics, or flow chart. 



Sincerely, 
TCC Student 



ER AC 
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Talk Back 

Author's Name: 

Date: 

Type of Writing Assignment: 

Listener's Name: 

Directions: Listen to the author read his or her essay, respond to these ques- 
tions, and orally explain your comments and suggestions. 

1. Does the writing focus on a specific incident or event? Explain what it is. 

2. Does the introduction capture the reader's attention? Cite several examples. 

3. Does the writing contain effective supporting details? Cite several examples. 

4. Does the writing flow in an organized manner? Explain, (chronological, 
spatial, etc.) 

5. Does the writer's conclusion answer the questions So What? and Who Cares? 
Explain the significance to you. 

Figure 12.6. A peer review sheet using the “talk back” format. 

Chris: Portfolios have given teachers and students a format for sharing 
what they value in writing. To develop guidelines for the students, high 
school and college teachers discussed what should be in the portfolio, 
what processes should be apparent, and what rubrics should be used 
to evaluate the contents. 

To assess the writing project, students were directed to prepare 
the portfolios as follows: 

■ Materials should be on one side. 

■ Materials should be either typewritten /word processed or in 
blue/black ink. 

■ Materials should not be stapled. (Binder clips will be provided 
by TCC.) 

■ Student and teacher names are to be removed from all items 
(black magic marker or white-out). 

■ TCC will supply a roster for each class section that will list code 
numbers for each student. 

■ Students will affix labels supplied by TCC to the portfolio cov- 
ers. 
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■ Covers or plastic protector sheets should not be used. 

■ All portfolios should be labeled as a group to indicate teacher 
and section. (Include an identifying sheet with your name and 
bell number.) 

Each portfolio included an annotated table of contents, an open- 
ing piece, a personal narrative, a literary analysis, an in-class essay, a 
writer's selection piece, a process reflective letter for one item, and a 
closing reflective letter for the portfolio. 

Evaluating the portfolio for placement in college writing courses 
brought faculties from both institutions together not only to design and 
implement portfolio rubrics but also to assess and use the portfolio as a 
tool for college composition placement (see Figure 12.7 on p. 197 for the 
placement portfolio scoring guide they developed). Teachers were 
trained in a series of workshops led by Dr. Yancey. Using anchor port- 
folios, participants discussed the traits of proficient writers and of those 
in need of remediation. Faculty discussed what students needed to know 
and demonstrate in order to progress smoothly from high school to 
college. They discussed issues of student and teacher diversity, incom- 
plete portfolios, and student choice of selections. High school and col- 
lege faculty who had attended portfolio workshops were hired as port- 
folio readers to assess the study group. The (portfolio) reading process 
featured an introductory dialogue (among faculty from other high 
school sites and the college) on the portfolio process, followed by dis- 
semination of portfolios. Each portfolio was read by two readers; if 
needed, a third reader was included in the assessment. By the third year, 
the process had become so effective that only 6 portfolios out of 260 
needed a third reading. 

According to the year 1 evaluation report prepared by project 
evaluator. Dr. Barbara Bonham of Appalachian State University: 

■ The data clearly indicated improvement in writing skills of the 
high school seniors participating in the project. The discussions 
in the following sections summarize the data provided on stu- 
dents' writing skills, their achievement on performance mea- 
sures, and placement recommendations. 

■ Projected placement of students based on the pre-test objective 
scores from the COMPASS revealed that 41.25% of the students 
in the Project Group would have placed in English 111, which 
is the Freshman level English class at Tidewater Community 
College, at the beginning of their senior year. At the conclusion 
of the senior year, 60% of the project students placed in English 
111 after one year of participation in the project using the post- 
test objective scores from the COMPASS, the writing sample, 
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and portfolio. This obviously reflects a significant increase in 
the number of students placing in the freshman level English 
course. 

■ Of the students who originally had placed in English 03 (devel- 
opmental level) based on the pre-test, 33.3% of them had im- 
proved to English 111. There was an increase of 31.9% of the 
students who had originally placed in English 01 (lower devel- 
opmental level). There was an overall positive change of 33.75%. 

■ Using a placement system based on a writing sample evalua- 
tion, 70.3% of the students in the project group placed in En- 
glish 111 and 51.4% of the students in the control group placed 
in English 111. Using the writing sample evaluations, there is 
also a difference in the percent of students who placed in the 
developmental courses. In the project group, 27.5% of the stu- 
dents were in English 03 while 44.8% of the control group stu- 
dent were in English 03. In other words, more students from 
the control group were in developmental courses using the writ- 
ing sample evaluations than students from the project group. 

■ Use of the writing sample clearly places an increased number 
of students from the project group into English 111. It appears 
that the preparedness of students for English 111 is influenced 
by participation in the project. (Bonham 16) 

Using TCC's placement system described earlier in this essay, 44.0 per- 
cent of the students in the project group placed in English 111, compared 
to 35.2 percent of the students in the control group. Of greater interest 
is that 57.1 percent of the project students placed in English 111 when 
the portfolio project outcomes were used for placement. 

According to the Virginia Beach City Public Schools (VBCPS) 
Department of Accountability, a comparison of 1998-99 Salem and Vir- 
ginia Beach high school graduates showed additional gains: Project stu- 
dents enrolled in four-year colleges at a rate of 50 percent whereas other 
graduates of Salem enrolled at a rate of 42 percent. The overall city rate 
was 48 percent. Project students enrolled in two-year colleges at a rate 
of 32 percent whereas other graduates of Salem enrolled at a rate of 31 
percent; the overall city rate was 27 percent. 

Final placement of project and control group students in year 2 
using the traditional TCC placement system (COMPASS and writing 
sample) indicated that project students were placed in English 111 at a 
rate of 52.30 percent whereas control group students were placed in 
English 111 at a rate of 34.16 percent. Using portfolio assessment, the 
project group was placed in English 111 at a rate of 70.11 percent. One 
hundred and fifty-three students who participated in the project were 
present for the entire 1999-2000 academic year and participated in each 
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Placement Portfolio Scoring Guide 

4 The texts demonstrate that the writer can successfully complete at least three 
kinds of writing tasks, and the student's reflective commentary confirms how 
the work was completed. This is a writer whose composing processes are vis- 
ible. The writing is sophisticated and mature. The texts in the portfolio show 
that the writer is "coachable": able to take the response and feedback of peers 
and teachers and use it appropriately in developing texts. Standard English is 
used throughout the texts; the texts are relatively free of surface errors as well 
as major grammatical errors, though they may not be completely error-free. 

3 The texts demonstrate that the writer can complete some essential writing tasks, 
though some are completed far better than others. The reflective commentary 
suggests that the writer's composing processes are still evolving; some process 
is visible. The writer is still learning how to be "coached." In general, the writ- 
ing is error-free (i.e., in Standard Written English), but it is not sophisticated or 
mature in style or in attention to audience. (For example, writing is not sub- 
stantial in content; there is little evidence of varied sentence patterns; there is 
little evidence of risk taking.) 

2 The texts demonstrate that the writer can complete one essential writing task 
and can attempt others. The reflective commentary is emerging and underde- 
veloped. The writer can talk about the texts but is not willing or able to make 
essential changes; he or she has not learned to revise. The writing is not sophis- 
ticated and mature. (For example, writing is not substantial in content; there is 
little evidence of varied sentence patterns; there is little evidence of risk tak- 
ittg ) There is little evidence of a composing process. The texts frequently in- 
clude errors interfering with meaning (such as syntactic errors or faulty predi- 
cation). 

1 The texts show an emerging writer. This writer can focus on a task and attempt 
completion in abbreviated (unelaborated) form but is not fluent and shows no 
evidence of composing process. Successive drafts are highly redundant (with 
no significant changes in drafts, no stronger voice, purpose, or attention to au- 
dience). The writing is not sophisticated and mature. (For example, writing is 
not substantial in content; there is little evidence of varied sentence patterns; 
there is little evidence of risk taking.) This writer writes very little reflective 
commentary, and the reflection that is included is oriented to surface features 
like spelling and capitalization. The writer does not seem to know how to im- 
prove writing. The texts frequently include errors interfering with meaning (such 
as syntactic errors and faulty predication). The writer is still learning to control 
written expression. 



Figure 12.7. A sample placement portfolio scoring guide. 

component of the pre- and post-testing process. Of the 118 who pretested 
as needing developmental writing, combined post-test results from 
COMPASS and the writing sample indicated that 38.1 percent could be 
placed into first-year composition at the close of their high school se- 
nior year; 59.3 percent indicated readiness for first-year composition on 
at least two of the three indicators used at the close of the senior year. 
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Four years later, we have data showing that our activities have 
improved student readiness for college composition. In the fall of 1999, 
37 percent of the students from Salem High required developmental 
writing; in the fall of 2000, the number was down to 25 percent. Of the 
students who were placed in first-year college composition courses by 
portfolios, 87 percent were experiencing success as measured by a grade 
of A, B, or C in their courses; our traditional level of success is 70 per- 
cent. Collaboration is working. 

Jane: Collaboration can be painful despite the results. Working in a part- 
nership is not always easy, especially for teachers who have tradition- 
ally worked in isolation. We experienced problems with stress, time 
management, and communication. Like a family, we have learned to 
respect each other's differences and build on our strengths. 

Progress has brought not only evidence of student success but 
also the need to address affective issues among project personnel. Tak- 
ing a proactive stance on conflict resolution, project personnel agreed 
to participate in a professionally facilitated mediation retreat at the end 
of the first year. Personnel identified the strengths and weaknesses of 
team members based on a personality inventory. Personnel became 
more attuned to the individual needs of each staff member. In the sec- 
ond year, a series of sessions was facilitated by a city employee who 
assisted the group in negotiating a plan for working through conflict 
resolution. This is an ongoing need given the nature of collaboration 
between dissimilar institutions. 

Chris: High school teachers working with college professors can make 
a difference in student achievement. Generated by teachers who rec- 
ognized student needs, this teacher-centered model has demonstrated 
success for all participants. Performance objectives remain vital to the 
needs of teachers and students in secondary and postsecondary insti- 
tutions. 

Jane: We will continue to refine project activities at our school. The 
project has made a significant impact on how teachers teach writing. 
The writing center has continued to serve a growing number of students 
from all disciplines. More teachers are working with the college site, 
and there is definitely an increased understanding of each institution. 

Chris: Recognizing the importance of partnerships, my college has ex- 
tended additional opportunities for collaboration to regional high 
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school sites. Portfolio placements will continue to be available to stu- 
dents in lieu of the traditional placement tools. Students from the project 
group now attending my college have wholeheartedly endorsed their 
high school senior-year experience and praised their English 12 teach- 
ers for preparing them for college success. 

Aligning instruction, empowering students, decentralizing class- 
rooms, and heightening attention to better serving the needs of the 
graduating high school student /incoming first-year college student, this 
model has made significant inroads into secondary and postsecondary 
institutions. 
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VI Conversations about 
Collaboration 



If conversations and collaborations between high school and college 
teachers can be productive, what happens if middle school and elemen- 
tary school teachers join in? The teachers in Chapter 13, one from each 
of the four grade levels, offer an argument that such conversations and 
collaborations can be quite useful. 

In Chapter 14, Richard Brantley and Diana Brantley offer a dif- 
ferent perspective on why college and high school teachers don't talk 
more. Both English teachers, they have discussed their professional lives 
with each other regularly for over thirty years — but he teaches at a uni- 
versity and she teaches at a high school. In their discussion, they iden- 
tify some obstacles to communication and offer suggestions for navi- 
gating those obstacles. 

Chapter 15 offers a brief departure from collaborations about the 
teaching of writing to highlight a collaboration about the teaching of 
literature. When Mary Baron (a college instructor) and Denise Rambach 
(a high school teacher) shared some of their frustrations about teach- 
ing Beowulf, they discovered that while high school students and col- 
lege students might be extremely different in some ways, they can be 
quite similar in their approach to (or fear of) difficult texts. 



13 Crossing Levels: 

The Dynamics of K-16 
Teachers’ Collaboration 

Diana Callahan 

Parsons Elementary School 

Charles Moran 

University of Massachusetts Amherst 

Mary- Ann DeVita Palmieri 

Great Falls Middle School 

Bruce M. Penniman 

Amherst Regional High School 

Drawing on their experiences with the Western Massachusetts Writing 
Project, four teachers from four different levels argue that teachers from 
every grade level have knowledge to share with teachers from every other 
grade level. 



M any educators have argued that learning goes better in a hetero- 
geneous, diversified classroom. Difference among students, they 
argue, is an asset, a resource in the classroom. They see this di- 
versity as cultural and argue for it under the term "multiculturalism." 
Writers such as Juan Guerra find that by embracing the cultural differ- 
ences among our students we make it possible to "explore the clash of 
discourses and ideas, of different viewpoints and world views" (260). 
Others see diversity among students in terms of ability, and there is a 
substantial literature that argues for heterogeneous grouping, as op- 
posed to tracking, in our schools (e.g., Oakes; Wheelock). Finally, diver- 
sity can be understood in terms of age or grade level, and the literature 
argues for the multigrade, multi-age classroom, where, for example, 
third and fourth graders are mixed in the same class (Cushman; 
Gaustad). 

As a result of our work with the Western Massachusetts Writing 
Project and our experience as inservice staff development providers to 
K-12 teachers in our area, we want to add to these three categories of 
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diversity — range of culture, range of ability, and range of age/ grade 
level — the category of teachers' "professional level," or "grade level 
taught." We argue that teachers, like students, learn best when there is 
diversity, in this particular case when they work with teachers who teach 
at different grade levels — when a first-grade teacher and a college pro- 
fessor, for instance, share tasks and in this sharing come to understand 
what it is to teach at a level far different from their own. We believe that 
the presence of difference in a learning situation facilitates reflection, 
an activity that scholars such as Donald Schon have seen as a prerequi- 
site to the improvement of teaching. We understand that there are sub- 
stantial advantages to professional stratification along the lines of grade 
level and that much staff development is appropriately conducted at 
grade level. But teachers should also have the opportunity to learn by 
working with teachers across grade levels. 

The benefits of such collaboration seem to us to be practically self- 
evident. Yet we feel the need to argue this point because we so clearly 
divide along lines established by our buildings, by our administrative 
structures, by our professional associations, and by our journals. If we, 
like Diana Callahan, are first-grade teachers, we associate profession- 
ally with grades K-4 teachers in our building. We go to the International 
Reading Association (IRA) conference or, if we go to the National Coun- 
cil of Teachers of English (NCTE) or the New England Association of 
Teachers of English (NEATE) conventions, we attend workshops des- 
ignated "elementary strand." If we subscribe to a professional journal, 
it is likely Language Arts, the NCTE journal addressed to elementary 
teachers. If, like Mary- Ann Palmieri, we are seventh-grade teachers, we 
associate with grades 7-8 teachers in our building. We attend workshops 
labeled "middle school strand" and we subscribe to Voices in the Middle 
or the Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy. If, like Bruce Penniman, 
we are high school teachers, we associate with colleagues in our build- 
ing, we subscribe to English Journal, and at conferences have our ses- 
sions designated "secondary strand." If, like Charlie Moran, we are 
college teachers, we subscribe to College English and PMLA and CCC, 
we associate principally with members of our own department in our 
own building, and we go to the annual convention of the Conference 
on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) and, if we are 
hiring or being hired, to that of the Modern Language Association 
(ML A). In practically every situation in each of our institutions, staff 
development proceeds by grade level: inservice workshops are given 
to elementary, middle school, high school, or college/ university teachers. 
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Regrettably, the divisions by level carry with them, in the United 
States, a vertical metaphor of prestige. Elementary teachers are lower 
than middle school teachers who are themselves lower than secondary 
teachers who are below college/ university teachers. This vertical meta- 
phor is instantiated in salary scale and in the blaming that is part of our 
personal and professional discourse: "If they'd only been properly 
taught in the level below my level, I could really do my job." We prefer 
the British naming of categories: early-grade education is called "pri- 
mary," middle and secondary education is called "secondary," and 
postsecondary education is called "tertiary." This set of category names 
makes it possible to assume equal value at all levels and to make it less 
likely that first-grade teachers will feel ashamed that they are not func- 
tioning at a higher "level" or that college professors will feel that by 
virtue of their position they have subsumed the knowledge of K-12 
teachers. 

The four of us teach English language arts, so we are members of 
the same profession, engaged in the same activity: helping the students 
in our charge become better readers and writers. Yet during our work 
year, we are separated from one another by the physical, administra- 
tive, and professional structures described earlier. We are brought to- 
gether in our work with the Western Massachusetts Writing Project 
(WMWP), a local site of the National Writing Project (NWP). The NWP 
model, unlike other staff development models, assumes that teachers' 
knowledge is valuable — all teachers, not just college/ university teach- 
ers. NWP sites must be located at colleges or universities, and their site 
directors must be college /university persons, but sites must be cross- 
level in governance. Typically the local sites' invitational summer in- 
stitutes are led by co-directors who are K-12 teachers. NWP does ev- 
erything it can to keep these summer programs from becoming gradu- 
ate courses delivered ex cathedra by professors to teachers — a genre that 
some of us think of as the "drive-by" inservice workshop. Although 
graduate credit may be part of the mix, the WMWP summer programs 
are truly cross-level. The expertise that K-12 participants bring with 
them is on a par with any expertise the site director may bring to the 
program. 

In this cross-level working situation, the four of us have learned 
a great deal from one another and from the K-12 teachers who have been 
our colleagues. In the sections that follow, each of us attempts to de- 
scribe this learning. We tell our stories in our own voices because the sto- 
ries are so different. Given our different experiences as professionals, and 
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given the different values and cultures that obtain at the different grade 
levels, each of us has experienced the cross-level collaboration differ- 
ently. Yet there are common threads. 



Diana: When I began my association with WMWP, I was a twenty-year 
veteran of elementary classrooms, having spent most of my time teach- 
ing first graders. My experience with teachers who taught at other lev- 
els was limited to my participation on district curriculum committees. 
As the first-grade teacher on these committees, I often felt that I was 
being held responsible for students' lack of basic skills at upper levels. 
Upper-level teachers often intimated that if I were "smart" enough, I 
too would have been promoted along with my students. I began the 
WMWP summer institute with little confidence that I had anything to 
offer my colleagues who taught at upper levels. Despite feeling intimi- 
dated, I was committed to the summer institute, to working on my craft 
as a writer and as a teacher of writing. 

From the outset, the WMWP co-directors set the expectation that 
we would learn about one another as professionals, reflect on our own 
strengths as teachers of writing, and identify ways to become resources 
for other participants. As we shared our interests and concerns about 
the teaching of writing, no one ever asked, "What grade level do you 
teach?" It was clear that we were all in this together and that we shared 
far more than I had expected. 

One of the requirements of the summer institute is to present a 
ninety-minute workshop focused on some aspect of one's own class- 
room practice in the teaching of writing. This daunting task is exacer- 
bated by the cross-level nature of the summer institute. Since the audi- 
ence for these workshops was K-12, the workshops had to be designed 
to be relevant across grade levels. The implicit assumption behind each 
workshop was that good teaching practice transcends grade level 
taught. In the summer of 1993, the workshops included such titles as 
"Learning to Write from Writers," "Cooperative Learning/ Cooperative 
Writing," "Writing, Reading, and the ESL Child," "Reading /Writing and 
Mathematics," "Integrating Technology in the Classroom," and "Peer 
Review and You: Making It Work." I was the only first-grade teacher in 
the group, so ideas from these workshops were never grade-specific to 
my own teaching practice. I could not take workshop handouts to the 
copy machine and use them "as is" in my classroom, nor could many 
of the other participating teachers. As we supported one another and 
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participated in each other's workshops, however, we became learners, 
and grade-level differences were quickly forgotten. 

As a result of the summer institute, my practice as a teacher of 
writing was forever changed. From my colleagues, I learned about col- 
laborative writing, peer conferencing, holistic scoring, writing across the 
curriculum, and much more. Beyond these specific ideas, however, I 
took the experience of being a learner and of working with my peers to 
"construct" my own learning. I gained an understanding of process and 
the confidence that I could modify and adjust the knowledge shared 
by my colleagues to meet the needs of my young learners. Finally, I 
learned to think critically and to be reflective about my own classroom 
practice. 

As a co-director of WMWP, I continue to work with teachers who 
have experienced the NWP model of collaborative learning. I see this 
phenomenon repeat itself year after year. Teachers who initially believed 
they needed to attend grade-level-specific inservice are eager to work 
in cross-level groups, knowing they have much to offer and much to 
share with their colleagues. 

Bruce: I began teaching at the high school level more than thirty years 
ago, and from nearly the beginning I have been a student and partisan 
of the writing process movement, student-centered learning, and other 
positive reforms in education. Yet only in the six years that I have been 
deeply involved in WMWP has my teaching philosophy fully evolved 
and my teaching practice accurately reflected the ideals I have long es- 
poused. 

From my association with elementary and middle school col- 
leagues such as Diana and Mary-Ann, I have expanded and continue 
to expand my repertoire of imaginative and effective teaching strate- 
gies, strategies I would otherwise never have tried at the high school 
level. Through my collaboration with university teachers such as Charlie 
and Anne Herrington and Peter Elbow, I have stretched and continue 
to stretch my understanding of educational theory, policy, and politics. 
By my observation of the energy and creativity that dozens of Writing 
Project teachers bring to their work, I have renewed and continue to 
renew my commitment to positive change in my own classroom, in my 
school district, and in all the school districts in our area. 

A good example of my learning through collaboration with teach- 
ers at other levels is my growing understanding of the place and pur- 
pose of low-stakes writing in the curriculum — any curriculum — as a tool 
for learning. I had used some low-stakes writing activities — response 
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journal writing primarily — in my classes before my association with 
WMWP, but I have learned dozens of new techniques from my col- 
leagues, including strategies that involve meaningful collaboration be- 
tween students. Adopting and adapting these approaches has given me 
a whole new outlook on pedagogy, particularly in literature classes, 
where the teacher-led large-group discussion is still the norm in high 
school. I have come to see low-stakes writing not merely as a prelude 
to high-stakes writing, but also as a pedagogical tool in its own right. I 
have also come to believe that low-stakes writing must be the founda- 
tion of any successful writing-across-the-curriculum program, and I now 
stress this point in every workshop I present. 

Incidentally, another benefit I have gained from my experiences 
in WMWP is the confidence to share my ideas (and those I have bor- 
rowed from my colleagues) with a variety of audiences. My most re- 
cent gig was a workshop series for third- and fourth-grade teachers on 
strategies for improving the writing workshop. I never would have 
considered leading such a series just a few years ago, but now, know- 
ing how much I have learned from elementary teachers, I feel much 
more certain that I have something to offer them in return. 

Mary- Ann: When I found WMWP eight years ago, I was already com- 
mitted to the idea that teachers from all grade levels had something to 
teach and learn from their colleagues at other grade levels and in disci- 
plines other than their own. So my experience at WMWP was not as 
much of a revelation as it may have been for Diana, Bruce, and Charlie. 
In 1961, when I entered teaching straight from a master's in English 
program, I earned $5,200 teaching English in a grades 7-12 high school — 
a paltry sum, but still more than my elementary school colleagues re- 
ceived. Apparently I was considered more of an expert than they were. 
I learned early on, however, that I was no "expert" on teaching English. 
On the contrary, I had no idea how students learned to read and write. 
Those elementary school teachers who were paid less than I were teach- 
ing their students this magical act of reading and writing, and I had no 
idea how they did it. 

This big hole in my background yawned in front of me the first 
time I was faced with a seventh grader who had trouble writing a lucid 
sentence and could barely read. I realized that I had no idea how to help 
him. After some course work and stints teaching second grade, fourth 
grade, sixth grade, first-year college, and finally middle school, I was 
not only comfortable learning from teachers at various grade levels, but 
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I saw it as a necessity. My mantra became, "Every high school teacher 
should take a turn teaching elementary school students, and vice versa." 

When I discovered WMWP, I found an organization that agreed 
with me and was committed to the philosophy that teachers are their 
own best resources. Since the teachers in the 1993 summer institute I 
attended were from all grade levels, we were immersed in a culture that 
I already knew worked, as we all became members of a learning com- 
munity who taught and learned from each other. My UMass colleagues 
helped me see the relevance of continued research, and I added the con- 
cept of teacher-as-researcher to my repertoire. After doing an inquiry 
project on assessing student writing at the summer institute, I went on 
to do my own classroom research on the best way to teach vocabulary; 
when my school was trying to justify the use of grades 7-8 multi-age 
classrooms, I immediately went into teacher-as-researcher mode. My 
elementary school colleagues showed me that writing workshops were 
useful not just to students "in the middle" but to first graders as well. I 
have since led writing workshops with parents in an after-school pro- 
gram and with fifth through twelfth graders at SummerWrite!, a sum- 
mer camp run by WMWP. I have also learned many interactive work- 
shop tools from my colleagues: carousel brainstorming, jigsaw groups, 
and pair/ share, techniques that became standard procedures in my sev- 
enth-/eighth-grade classroom. 

Charlie: At the university, we almost never talk about teaching. By "we" 
I mean the English department, but what I say about our department 
could be said about all other departments — except for the School of 
Education. One aspect of a four-year research institution is that it privi- 
leges research, and therefore, whatever its catalog may say, it 
deprivileges teaching. At a four-year research institution, talk about 
teaching is assigned to the School of Education, which is then 
marginalized by subject matter faculty as a nondiscipline, a quasi-aca- 
demic unit without a subject to teach. This separation and 
marginalization of the School of Education makes it even less likely that 
faculty in subject matter disciplines will talk about teaching. 

So if university professors are interested in teaching and talking 
about teaching, they are not likely to find this talk in their workplace — 
except the kind of faculty-room talk about students that is perhaps the 
least attractive aspect of our profession. So in my work in the Writing 
Project, which includes K-12 teachers who are not reluctant to talk about 
teaching, I find great relief and support. 
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From my K-12 colleagues I find myself 'learning" — and by learn- 
ing I mean taking, stealing teaching ideas. For example: from my col- 
leagues, I have learned how important it is to have students think about 
a topic before it is introduced — to have them do an inventory of what 
they know or think about a topic before we get to work. This thinking 
activates the base knowledge to which new knowledge will be linked. 
Without this activation, no linking and no learning. This seems obvi- 
ous, but for this university prof it is something I have to relearn each 
year. The university teaching structure, within which I am seen as the 
well-paid expert, leads me to devalue what students already know and 
to jump in to tell them what I think. The vertical metaphor that pervades 
our educational system, which runs from the bottom ("elementary," then 
"secondary") to the top ("higher" education), tells me that I am the sub- 
ject matter expert. If not, why then my position at the top of this sys- 
tem? In the summers, I learn how little I know about teaching and learn- 
ing. I learn how I must consider not just what I know but also what my 
students know. I learn that I must respect students' knowledge and build 
bridges between what they know and what I know. I learn about learn- 
ing styles, about language acquisition, about invented spelling, about 
the relation between graphics and writing, about young adult fiction. 

I have also learned how important it is to structure a class dis- 
cussion. Pat Hunter, a middle school teacher and founding co-director 
of WMWP, brought to us what she termed the "medium-sized circle" — 
a discussion format in which speakers have to earn the right to speak 
by summarizing what has been said before. This changes the dynamics 
of seminar discussion, privileging not speaking, but listening. And once 
I have established these rules, I as seminar leader have to listen, too, 
and not do what I would otherwise do: think about what my next in- 
tervention will be. I've learned to think about the role I play in a dis- 
cussion: strong moderator, enforcer of the rules, but not "leader" of the 
discussion, the person with the best or most ideas. 

Finally, I have learned how to manage a project-based, or task- 
oriented, curriculum, one focus of Writing Project pedagogy. It is de- 
creed that during the summer institute we will all have tasks to accom- 
plish: our own writing, an inquiry project, and a demonstration work- 
shop. Our role as leaders of the summer institute is to give teachers the 
time and resources they need to accomplish the tasks they have under- 
taken. When university teachers come into our program to give one- 
week workshops, I find myself spending long hours coaching them: 
"Don't fill all the time! Give the teachers real tasks; give them the time 
and the resources they need to complete these tasks." 
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Clearly, we have learned from one another and learned across grade 
levels. But what are the factors that make this learning possible? Some 
of the factors are structural and are explicit or implicit in the ethos of 
the National Writing Project as we have interpreted it locally. As we 
noted earlier, NWP values teachers' knowledge, and, to the extent that 
its local sites follow this dictum, the college-based site director is en- 
joined from being the authority, the sole person in charge. So shared 
authority, shared status, and real and deep mutual respect would seem 
to be necessary conditions for cross-level learning. In addition, NWP 
evaluates local sites in part according to their ability to encourage and 
develop leaders. We are asked each year for the number of teachers who 
have assumed leadership roles in WMWP. NWP recently discovered that 
the growth rate of any site is a function of the number of teacher-lead- 
ers at that site. So there is continuing pressure on us to delegate, to dis- 
tribute authority, and to level hierarchies that begin to appear. 

NWP also insists that the invitational summer institute be project 
based. Everyone, regardless of grade level, accomplishes a number of 
projects: one or more pieces of writing, an inquiry project, and a dem- 
onstration inservice workshop. We believe that a project-based curricu- 
lum, in which everyone has the same set of projects, also acts to level 
hierarchies and facilitate learning across grade levels. 

Further, each of these common projects has an element of perfor- 
mance attached to it. The writing will be shared in response groups and 
published, the inquiry project will be demonstrated at a poster session, 
and the inservice workshop will be given to the full institute. Institute 
leaders also perform, giving their own workshops to the group. This 
element of performance, carrying with it the risks inherent in all per- 
formance, has a bonding effect on institute participants. We have all been 
through the experience and have survived. We think here of Outward 
Bound programs, in which participants face physical danger as part of 
their curriculum. Participants in our summer institute do not face physi- 
cal danger, but they do face the risks of public performance, which may 
feel as great as the impending storm or the possible fall down the 
mountainside. 

What we agree that we have learned in this multilevel environ- 
ment is that learning is a continuous process governed by principles that ap- 
ply to all ages of students in all kinds of school situations. Among these prin- 
ciples: (1) students can and should be given responsibility for their own 
learning, (2) they can and should use writing as a powerful tool for learn- 
ing, and (3) they can and should learn with and from each other. By now 
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these ideas may seem self-evident truths, even platitudes. We have 
learned to believe in them. But the structure and priorities of our edu- 
cational systems militate against our truly seeing and believing in the 
universality of these ideas. Teachers of different grades in the same el- 
ementary school or of different teams in the same middle school or of 
different subjects in the same high school rarely have the opportunity 
to share with each other. They meet and learn together across levels even 
less often. Their contact with university faculty is usually limited to tak- 
ing courses. And if, despite all odds, they find themselves working on 
a cross-level committee or study group, the agenda today is more likely 
to be how to help students pass the latest state-mandated test than how 
to create thoughtful, independent learners and learning communities. 

To see such learners working together in communities every sum- 
mer in the Writing Project institute and in other Writing Project programs 
is truly inspiring. To find common philosophical ground with teachers 
of many different backgrounds from across an entire region, to share 
one's own best practices with them and learn from theirs, is to renew 
one's faith in true educational reform. 

This is not to say that Writing Project teachers discover that they 
are all the same. On the contrary, the second important lesson learned 
through participation in the Writing Project is that teaching is a multifac- 
eted enterprise with many legitimate purposes, processes, and practices. Again, 
this is not a startling revelation, but the manner in which teachers dis- 
cover this truth in the Writing Project setting is significant. We have all 
learned to apply teaching strategies designed by teachers of other lev- 
els to our own classrooms. But we also learn from the approaches that 
do not apply. Seeing other teachers demonstrate what they do and hear- 
ing them explain why they do it always helps us to reflect on and clarify 
our own goals and practices. So even when we don't borrow each other 's 
ideas, the process of sharing is instructive. 

How then do we learn to learn across levels? The mechanism in- 
volves both broad ideas and site-specific strategies, both group inter- 
action and individual reflection, both collaboration and contrast. An 
imperfect but useful analogy is the process of detracking classes in 
schools, another kind of cross-level learning with which some of us have 
had a good deal of experience in the past several years. Creating a het- 
erogeneous group does not erase differences in learning style, academic 
ability, or cultural background, but as students learn to negotiate these 
differences, they always gain perspective and usually discover that they 
have more in common than they previously imagined. The goal is not 
to homogenize, but to connect and to capitalize on diversity. 
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The cross-level learning we have described takes place within the 
structure of WMWP, arguably a special place whose special character 
makes what we have learned to a degree context-dependent. But we feel 
that the cross-level learning we have experienced and described can be 
replicated in public schools today once the basic premise is agreed on: 
that teachers are their own best resources. Public school systems are the 
perfect places for cross-level learning. District curriculum committees 
are a good example. Teachers from kindergarten through grade 12 are 
often brought together to develop or restructure curriculum. Too often, 
however, college professors are brought in to ,, train ,, the teachers, to 
show them what needs to be done, and administrative officials often 
chair the committees. Our experience with the WMWP is that teachers 
learn best when they are on an equal footing — experts at their own grade 
levels and learners of the techniques and philosophies of teachers at 
other grade levels. A district curriculum committee should include 
teachers from various grade levels as well as administrators, college 
faculty, and preschool teachers, the chair being chosen by the group. 
Such a committee would be governed by the three principles that shape 
the activities of our Writing Project site: (1) teachers are given responsi- 
bility for their own learning, (2) they use writing as a powerful tool, and 
(3) they learn from each other. 
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14 Sleeping with the 
Enemy: Communiques 
from a Pedagogical 
Marriage 

Richard E. Brantley 

University of Florida 

Diana R. Brantley 

Eastside High School 

Although Richard and Diana work with the same materials, try to teach 
similar skills, and encounter, the same students as year follows year, he 
teaches college and she teaches high school — and it is an unacknowledged 
truism that high school English teachers and professors of English in 
colleges and universities have all too little to say to one another. In this 
chapter, they consider formally the relationship of college and university 
professors of English to high school teachers of the same subject, for their 
more than thirty-year marriage has spanned that divide on a daily basis. 

Richard: To avoid a senior professor's rut of specialization, I want to 
experiment with how I teach writing. Sheridan Baker's The Practical 
Stylist, though, has always served me well. I distribute watchwords: 
"Get black on white" (De Maupassant); "Put proper words in proper 
places" (Swift); and "Translate time into space" (Brantley). I cherish 
Emerson's advice: "The way to write is to throw your body at the mark 
when your arrows are spent." And Pope's: "Snatch a grace beyond the 
reach of art." I tell my students, undergraduates and graduates alike, 
that it is better to write for a very bright ten-year-old than for lovers of 
academic jargon. 

Diana: Nowadays I work with an international baccalaureate program 
as an assistant principal, which has pulled me away from composition 
per se. Nevertheless, the past year has been the occasion for that won- 
derful advantage called hindsight, or at least for some modest perspec- 
tive on the role that the teaching of writing has played, and may even 
continue to play, in my career. 
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Richard: We met at Wake Forest University, where we were both En- 
glish majors. I came to English through the example of the late Judson 
B. Allen, a beloved professor of medieval literature; Diana came to it 
kicking and screaming but giving in to its universality. We shared such 
mentors as Allen and Edwin G. Wilson, the first of whom emphasized 
a sense of rigor and the second of whom inspired a sense of wonder. 
We came to love language and literature as the means of bringing the 
disciplines together and of helping students find their own humane 
ways. 

Ours, in other words, has been a rather old-fashioned experience. 
Our careers have been unusually traditional. In the uproarious sixties, 
we were sedately in grad school, watching from the sidelines. If that 
also means that we are now a bit out of date, then we're so far out we're 
coming back in. We remain, at any rate, enthusiastic about the discipline 
and its ever-changing variations. We are both lucky and blessed to be 
doing what we enjoy. 

Diana: It is sad and ironic that teachers and professors of English choose 
the profession because we love working with beautiful language, yet 
we thereby spend a lifetime reading terrible student prose. Only F. Scott 
Fitzgerald's "infinite hope" can keep us going. But our jobs and our 
relationship have survived the paradox. Indeed, our most fruitful and 
happy times seem to come when we're discussing reading, writing, and 
pedagogy. Actually, we do not diagram sentences at the dinner table 
(though our children may say differently). I must say that I did not want 
to teach school. I've found in this traditional career, however, an oppor- 
tunity for professional independence, even in Gainesville, Florida, the 
complete company town. In this context, I must add another mentor, 
Christine Croft, who taught me in high school that the field of English 
mixed hard work with pleasure. We learn how to teach by modeling 
our former teachers, after all. 

Things We Do That Are Similar 

Diana: Since we think of ourselves as political "radiclibs," we recog- 
nize with a shock that our profession is in many ways conservative at 
its core. When it comes to the rules of usage, we are hardliners, not in a 
political or moral sense, but more as a question of good manners for 
good communication. Perhaps it is not entirely healthy for us to fight 
the lost cause rearguard action of traditional usage with such relish. The 
"lie/lay" and "different from/ different than" distinctions are gone. The 
selection of cases to use in personal pronouns seems to have become a 
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matter of individual preference. Perhaps this attention to language de- 
tail is the thing about English teachers that causes strangers to fall si- 
lent when we tell them what we do. 

Richard: We recog niz e that language constantly changes as time passes, 
but at what point do we capitulate to the ongoing flux of written us- 
age? How much consistency is necessary for effective (and beautiful) 
communication? Horace said that studies serve both to instruct— 
prodesse — and to delight — delectare. Jonathan Swift s bees bring both 
"sweetness and light." If we bear down very hard on the enlightenment 
of students, we risk obscuring delight at any level of instruction. High 
schoolers are often as mature as college students, and undergraduates 
are often as callow as any high schooler. Diana might lean a bit toward 
E. D. Hirsch's notion of inculcating a type of "cultural literacy"; I might 
lean a bit toward Howard Gardner's progressivist focus on depth and 
understanding and his call for a curriculum based on the ancient cat- 
egories of the good, the beautiful, and the true. But the two of us agree 
that we are trying to teach our students not only to think and write 
clearly but also to apply a broad model of aesthetic appreciation to a 
multiplicity of times, genres, and cultures. 

Diana: I might frame the topic a little differently, placing "cultural lit- 
eracy" advocates over against those who endorse "critical thinking 
skills." Phrases like these highlight arguments about politics, money, 
and hot-button topics, including such egregious shams as the "Nation 
at Risk" movement. But, finally, we enjoy working with students, we 
love the subject matter, and we care about clear and imaginative think- 
ing reflected in good writing. 

Things We Do That Are Different 

Richard: Our jobs are structured differently day by day. We all assume 
professors are writing away in an inaccessible ivory tower, free to set 
an independent daily schedule. We all assume high school teachers are 
constantly harried and in danger of being shot dead at any moment. 

Diana: We are judged by different sets of expectations, frequently nowa- 
days as a result of collective bargaining and political rhetoric. 

Richard: We relate to students differently: classroom management is not 
a big topic in university English departments, and deep discussions of 
critical theory do not happen in high school. High school teachers worry 
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more and more about competency testing of students, and university 
professors worry about attracting majors and placing graduates in the 
job market. 

Diana: We have different relationships with our subject matter. Works 
that live high in high school are rarely studied elsewhere: when was the 
last time the average college professor read A Tale of Two Cities, Julius 
Caesar, or To Kill a Mockingbird ? The ongoing update of the literary canon 
among universities has been widely and invigoratingly discussed, even 
in the media. The high school canon makes the news mainly because of 
questions about banned books. 

Richard: Our status in society is different. A salary comparison is merely 
the most obvious way of making this point. But the difference in remu- 
neration reflects a difference in mindset. A professor works hard for an 
initial credential, usually a doctorate, and tenure, but then it is assumed 
that each professor is a professional who can maintain currency in the 
field. 

Diana: Teachers' initial credentials and tenure are not enough to ensure 
their professionalism, apparently, since they must continually update 
their certification and receive "inservice" instruction on topics from 
ESOL to IDEA and other alphabet soup. 

Richard: All of these differences make communicating difficult. We have 
years of resentment, condescension, isolation, and ignorance to bridge. 
As it is, we too often badmouth each other. I read Diana's poetry, when 
she lets me, but she doesn't read my stuff any more. 

Diana: Except for the first four or five paragraphs, which I read about 
a thousand times while he's revising. Besides, my education is dated, 
and I don't dabble in hermeneutics. 

Richard: A spouse who lives with a high school teacher learns not to 
hassle him or her. I don't make demands on her time. Across such gaps 
silence falls. 

Diana: The problem is illustrated in the way we went about writing this. 
It's like the money conversation that couples have. It was the same con- 
versation again and again, with little or no advancement from one con- 
versation to another. 
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Richard: I would ask, "Don't you think we'd better start writing?" 

Diana: And I would reply, "Don't worry, it'll be all right." 

Richard: You can see which one had more time on his hands. Yet by pick- 
ing around the assignment, and by picking at it, we began to get some- 
where as the deadline approached. After all, we acknowledge that some 
of the best times of our marriage were when we mutually expressed our 
shared love of the discipline. Some of the best times were when we dis- 
cussed each other's writing — despite the pain entailed by such discus- 
sion. So I try to take a leaf from Diana's book. . . . 

Diana: . . . and I try to take a leaf from his. Each tries to cultivate re- 
spect for what the other is doing. 

Richard: And in that spirit of mutuality, together we offer some con- 
crete suggestions to help us all appreciate our colleagues who teach at 
different grade levels. 

Suggestions for Making Things Better 

Diana: We need to talk to each other, whatever the forum; for instance, 
the reading held for advanced placement examinations offers an oppor- 
tunity to discuss standards and works, and to be paid for the privilege. 
Both NCTE and MLA — not to mention such newly formed groups as 
the Association of Literary Critics and Scholars — need to encourage 
communication between teachers and professors by programming spe- 
cific sessions to make such discussion happen. 

Richard: One result of such discussion could be a formal method for 
speeding up a kind of sharing that happens informally and by osmosis 
now. Diana and I and our daughter, who is a new teacher of English, 
have found that our discussions of pedagogical technique have been 
fruitful on all sides. I have received at least as many ideas for improv- 
ing my classroom style as I've given. 

Diana: A wonderful contribution that professors could make would be 
to help K-12 teachers enrich what we do. As it is, we spend more and 
more time teaching to tests such as Florida's FCAT, which does a dis- 
service to most of our students. Classroom time is spent going over 
basic-level skills rather than plunging into the wealth of cultures that 
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we claim as our traditional subject matter. We don't begin to bring theory 
or criticism to the students. But we should. One concrete way to fur- 
ther this effort would be to offer a college course that considers state- 
adopted standard high school English textbooks. Furthermore, we need 
professors to help us convince politicians and the public that schooling 
should be more than drilling in minimal-level skills aimed at the low- 
est common denominator. All students deserve opportunity. 

Richard: This kind of collaboration would bring to colleges better stu- 
dents from a wider selection of the population. The state of Florida, for 
instance, does provide a place on professors' annual activities reports 
for us to indicate "service to high schools," but the traditional way of 
visiting — a one-period presentation — is inadequate, at best. One of my 
colleagues who is on the cutting edge of theory and technology talks 
about merging his undergraduate class with a high school class in or- 
der to conduct studies of the local area using the Web. This kind of 
project could eliminate the problem of reaching high school students 
who do not live close to a college. 

Diana: Co-teaching between school and college might be a radical but 
useful idea. Richard could take over one of my classes; I could teach 
one of his. That way we would learn more about each other's worlds, 
and the exchange would give both the high school and the university 
faculties a good idea of our common pool of students. 

Richard: The state might find it difficult to support a professor for a 
semester at a high school, but we just might contrive to support him or 
her with grants at the grassroots level. Would such an exchange fit in 
to Gainesville's acute town-versus-gown awareness nowadays? Could 
such exchanges blossom throughout the state? 

Diana: Could summer retreats work? Say, over a weekend? Professors 
and teachers could discuss two selected books on theory or criticism. I 
went to an informal beach retreat sponsored by a new school board 
member a few years ago. The intense discussion and brainstorming 
about ways of improving the school system have led to concrete changes 
in the local district. As Wordsworth says, we can "build up great things 
from least suggestions." An idea starts with an individual. 

Richard: Book groups have exploded in popularity; what about putting 
together professors and teachers? No one has time for more reading. 
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but we always do what is important to us. Groups could be held not 
only in college towns but also in outlying communities. The book groups 
would have nothing to do with certification; they would not be about 
jumping through hoops. If they were fun, they would bloom. 

Diana: What is my perspective after two years as an assistant principal 
for curriculum? Ordering books is not the relationship I ever wanted to 
have with them. Yet ordering textbooks, in the present scheme of things, 
is my reward for twenty-five years of successful teaching. What else 
might the reward for teaching be? Sabbaticals. At present, fifteen yearly 
sabbaticals are offered for the more than two thousand teachers in my 
district, but nowhere near that many are given out — because the year 
is at half pay; because takers have to write a report of the year's activ- 
ity; and, worst of all, because takers have to be going to school in order 
to receive a sabbatical. Sabbaticals should be a means of offering a pro- 
fessional person an opportunity for independent research, for under- 
taking a focused reading program to develop curriculum, for writing/ 
painting/composing/building a contribution to our national culture. 

Richard: In order to help any proposals along these lines come to frui- 
tion, individual teachers and professors need to initiate a change in the 
way their institutions relate to each other. That means principals need 
to confer with chairs of departments, deans with superintendents. Some 
crises of numbers are coming: many future forecasters predict a short- 
fall of both teachers and professors as the baby boomers retire. People 
who grew up in the technological revolution, who anticipate spending 
their careers at dot-coms, who think that a virtual human interaction 
will do, will be sorely pressed to educate their children if the humanity 
of teaching disappears at any level. In order to attract good people to 
this highly interactive, deeply personal, and labor-intensive profession, 
we need to make changes, to train a new generation, and to talk to one 
another. 
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15 Getting Out of the Way 

Mary Baron 

University of North Florida 

Denise Rambach 

Lee High School 

Mary teaches at a university, Denise at a high school. Sharing their 
frustrations about trying to engage their respective students in the study 
of literature, they discovered the power of helping students make cultural 
connections, then getting out of the way while students learned. They 
also discovered the power of continuing to communicate across grade 
levels. 



The Problems: Old Texts, Modern Students 

Denise: I teach juniors and seniors, ages sixteen to nineteen, at an in- 
ner-city high school where 45 percent of the students are on free or re- 
duced lunch, absenteeism is excessive, and we are on Florida's list of 
low-performing schools for the third year. A majority of my twelfth- 
grade British literature students come from lower-middle- to low-in- 
come families in which parental involvement in school activities is mini- 
mal. Most of my students read below grade level; ESOL (English for 
Speakers of Other Languages) and special education students are 
mainstreamed into my regular classroom, bringing with them a vari- 
ety of learning behaviors. Teaching Beowulf or Shakespeare to this group 
requires me to adapt lessons to students' cultures and learning styles 
and to be willing to try new ideas. 

In 1991 1 was a fellow in the first invitational s um mer institute of 
Jaxwrite, the University of North Florida site of the National Writing 
Project (NWP). Working as a teacher consultant for Jaxwrite has kept 
me in touch with Mary Baron, director of the project. She and I have 
collaborated on programs— mine are Justread and Justwrite (sons of 
Jaxwrite) — and we often share frustrations and ideas by e-mail. 

Mary: Working with Denise and with the other teachers who attended 
that first summer institute changed my teaching radically. Before that 
summer, I was a typical English professor, well trained in textual analy- 
sis and with no knowledge at all about teaching. Talk of best practice. 
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higher-order thinking, collaborative learning, or multiple intelligences 
would have elicited from me the professional comment, "Huh?" 

About twice a year I teach a college survey course inflicted on 
English and education majors; it covers literature in English from 
Beowulf to the seventeenth century. Students fear the texts, which one 
young woman described (before reading any) as "old, boring, and hard. 
Trying to awaken student interest is like trying to breathe life into a 
corpse. When I ask them why they are enrolled, the universal reply is, 
"I need it to graduate." Their preconceptions about the reading are il- 
lustrated in the following introduction to a student paper: 

Early on, I assumed that Surrey would fit the stereotype that most 
of us non-English majors assign to most sixteenth century En- 
glish poets. They're all a bunch of prissy pale white guys resem- 
bling John Boy Walton who run around wearing tight big fluffy 
collars as they chum out mushy poems about love, death, the 
death of a love, or the love of death. 



Finding Some Answers 

Mary: When, as a result of my work with the K-12 teachers, I became 
interested in research on collaborative and active learning and in 
Howard Gardner's work on multiple intelligences, I decided to experi- 
ment with this course, which was my greatest challenge. I reasoned that 
if the collaborative method worked in this course, it would work any- 
where. Besides, my lectures were beginning to bore me. 

Previously I had structured the class as a survey, a series of "great- 
est hits." I introduced texts in chronological order, set them in histori- 
cal context, lectured on the criticism, and capped each unit by assign- 
ing student writing. I responded to their writing and moved on. (I'm 
sure the students would have said, "and on and on and on.") I func- 
tioned primarily as a translator between text and students: telling them 
what the author was talking about, pointing out the meaning of words, 
elaborating on metaphor. I have come to see that I was a barrier, liter- 
ally an obstacle, keeping students from the texts. 

Now I do anything I can think of to get the students to read the 
text and revisit it, revisit it, revisit it — first for greater clarity, then for 
flavor, then to pose a question of it, then to prove their answer is cor- 
rect. First I set the context with a minilecture, and then student groups 
experience, analyze, create, explore, and respond to the text in a "labo- 
ratory session." Only then do we read theory, because then theory makes 
sense. 
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I learned that when teaching a longer text such as Beowulf l need 
to break down the steps of reading, critical thinking, and analytical 
writing into carefully designed tasks. I start with a weathered copy of 
the facsimile first page of Beowulf one for each student group. (The fac- 
similes are printed on parchment paper and have been gleefully torn 
and burned around the edges by my teenage sons. They are then aged 
in my garage. They look really, really old.) 

I provide a modern translation on the overhead, and we listen to 
a CD of the text being read aloud. Then I focus on one passage or theme 
within the longer work and use this as the laboratory session text. We 
locate the passages dealing with Grendel, for example, and I assign one 
passage to each group. Next I show color transparencies (or Web pages) 
with Anglo-Saxon helmets and boats embellished with dragons and 
monsters. Then I pass out modeling clay. The first time I tried this, I 
admit I was afraid I'd be laughed out of the classroom. Instead, the re- 
sponse was "all right!" (Actually, "Aw rightW") The task is to model 
Grendel or his mother based on the text's descriptions. Students work 
in groups and must be prepared at the end of the class period to exhibit 
and defend their model with evidence from the text. 

Denise: My students, many of them low-achieving readers, have a dif- 
ficult time understanding the text at all, never mind understanding the 
idea of using the text to prove their statements about it. Mary and I 
talked about the problems we both face teaching students who can't 
seem to grasp a complex text, and I decided to borrow the idea of clay 
modeling. I modified it to meet the needs of my students, who require 
more explicit structure than do college students and more "things that 
count for a grade" to keep them on task. I adapted the idea by develop- 
ing a graphic organizer for the dragon and for Grendel. The organizer 
has three columns: details of appearance, line number, and page num- 
ber. 

I divide the class into groups of four or five and ask one member 
from each group to draw a slip of paper with dragon or Grendel written 
on it. Each group is to find as much information as they can about the 
dragon or Grendel and write that information, as well as the lines and 
page numbers, on the organizer. Each member's name is recorded on 
the graphic organizer, which is then turned in for a grade at the end of 
the sixty-minute period. I make sure to move around the classroom and 
observe participation for individual class work grades as well. 

The next day students form the same groups and I return their 
graphic organizers. I tell students to clear all materials off their desks 
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except their graphic organizers. Then I hand out two clumps of model- 
ing clay to each group. Each group is to mold either the dragon or 
Grendel using only the information on their graphic organizers. I over- 
heard one student say, "This class is off the chain." I later learned that 
meant the class was "cool." The dragons and Grendels are displayed in 
clear plastic cases in the classroom throughout the year. Students bring 
their friends in to see "their" monsters. 

Research and Practice: Sculpting Dragons 

Mary: Research on effective teaching, particularly Alexander Austin's 
national study of student outcomes, encouraged me to broaden the re- 
sponsibilities of student groups. Austin determined that "two factors — 
interaction among students and interaction between faculty and stu- 
dents — carried by far the greatest weight and affected more general 
education outcomes than any other environmental variable studied, in- 
cluding curriculum content factors." 

In my classroom, I replaced lectures with carefully designed tasks 
keyed to specific skills in reading, interpreting, and writing about lit- 
erature. Group tasks must be pertinent, important, and achievable. I 
learned that groups must be accountable to the class as a whole and feel 
that they are contributing to everyone's learning. Like Denise, I walk 
throughout the classroom during group time, asking and answering 
questions and shamelessly eavesdropping. I require accountability, ei- 
ther orally or in writing, at the end of each task. 

To make this approach work, I break down the material of the 
course into clearly defined units that I call "Ed.Bytes," each unit build- 
ing on the previous one. I plan activities that build students' confidence 
in their abilities as readers and critics, and that require them to manipu- 
late a text in many different ways, both individually and as members 
of their group. The intent is to give each student, no matter what his or 
her strongest learning style, a chance of success. 

High school teachers tend to be much better at this careful course 
design than most college professors, who were given a book and told, 
"Here; teach it." I personally expect to spend time in purgatory for my 
feeble efforts to teach More's Utopia to first-year students at the Uni- 
versity of Illinois. (Sorry, guys!) 

While texts cannot always be made interdisciplinary, learning mo- 
dalities can, allowing students to draw on individual strengths. Artis- 
tic and musical students, for example, shine as teachers and learners 
when allowed to use their talents to approach and interpret literature. I 
will never forget a rap on Greek tragedy with the refrain "Funky Cold 
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Medea" or a moving song on the death of race car driver Davey Allison 
patterned on "To an Athlete Dying Young," first performed with guitar 
accompaniment and then explicated for us. I have learned that well- 
structured group work increases interaction not only among students, 
but also between students and texts. 

Denise: I begin my British literature unit with Beowulf. The abbreviated 
text I use is from The Language of Literature published by McDougal 
Littell. I give a brief background of the Anglo-Saxon period, discussing 
the times, the definition of an epic, and the characteristics of an epic hero. 
We use "jump in reading": I begin reading aloud to the class and then 
stop after a certain point. Volunteers then "jump in" to read until they 
want to stop. Then another student begins reading. I do not correct the 
students as they are reading, so their momentum keeps going. While 
the students are reading aloud, I underline in my text all mispronounced 
words. As we pause every few paragraphs to review what we've read, 
I make sure to pronounce all the words I've underlined. This strategy 
is a tactful way of teaching correct pronunciation. Because no student 
feels put down, I get more volunteer readers. 

E-mail, Denise to Mary: Mary, I just had to tell you 
what a hoot today was! My seniors did their clay mod- 
els of Grendel and the dragon. I had a ball watching 
seniors play-and they all had a good time. I took 
pictures as you suggested. The guys really got ex- 
cited about this— the room wasn't even messy and no 
clay was thrown. Yesterday, I divided the class into 
groups, then had one member choose from a bag of slips 
which monster they were to focus on, Grendel or the 
dragon. I gave them a graphic organizer where they 
had to cite evidence of appearance, the page and line 
number! Then today, using only their organizers, they 
had to "mold" their characters. Tomorrow, we "bloom 
with Beowulf" as the kids are going to write the dif- 
ferent level questions. 

Connecting Critical Reading with Critical Thinking 

Denise: On the day after we make our monsters, I divide the class into 
new groups of four or five and hand out examples of Bloom's taxonomy 
stems. We discuss his thinking levels by using key words to identify each 
one. We determine, for example, that knowledge is recall and that ques- 
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tions at this level use cue words such as observe, name, define, or repeat. 
After we do this for all of Bloom's levels, I model questions on Beowulf 
at each of the six levels, using appropriate cue words. 

Each group develops two questions per stem using Bloom's tax- 
onomy and Beowulf. Once students develop their questions, I give them 
a petal-shaped piece of paper on which to write their questions. Each 
petal has one of Bloom's stems on it. Finally, we paste the petals around 
a circle containing the word Beowulf to create a flower using Bloom's 
stems. We then display the Blooming Beowulf flowers around the class- 
room along with the Grendel and dragon models. 

On another day, we play a modified version of Jeopardy! using the 
questions from our flowers. The six levels of Bloom's taxonomy are 
written on slips of paper and put into a bag. Each group picks a slip 
from the bag and must answer the questions for that particular stem. 
The group with the most correct answers wins. 

Mary: I design my courses so that they incorporate individual work, 
work within a base group, and work that makes a contribution to the 
class as a whole. This structure grew out of student requests that indi- 
vidual responsibilities, along with group work, have a prominent role 
in the course. 

A successful assignment that allows for this spread of account- 
ability is what I call, with a nod to Ken Macrorie, the We-Search paper. 
I assign each group one author. Students in the group are to become 
experts on that person and his or her work. They define pertinent areas 
of research, such as the writer's genre, responses to his or her work, 
historical and social context — whatever topics seem appropriate and 
qualify as raising "real" questions. Students divide the work so that each 
becomes expert on one topic and shares information with the others. I 
schedule class time for this exchange of information and circulate among 
groups as they talk, offering hints about additional resources. 

Each student then writes a paper on a different text by "his" or 
"her" author. They might each choose a different short story by Poe, for 
example. The papers are to be analytical, argue from the text, and make 
use of the group's research. They must answer higher-order questions 
about the text. I sometimes use Bloom's taxonomy here and sometimes 
Alan Purves's four levels of questioning. The papers are shared in draft 
form within the group, and then revised before being handed in to me. 

Students working in this manner have the advantage of discuss- 
ing and planning a paper with a small group of well-informed people. 
They have the freedom to use pooled information in developing an in- 




230 



Getting Out of the way 



227 



dividual literary analysis. I sometimes combine this assignment with a 
group presentation on the author, in which students assign and teach 
yet another text to the class as a whole. If so, the papers are due first, 
and the presentation is planned with my input so that it helps move 
the class forward. 

Denise: The success of the Beowulf lesson was overwhelming. My stu- 
dents brought their friends from other senior English classes into our 
room to show off their dragons and Grendels. Their friends commented 
to my students, "This class is tight." I checked with my students to make 
sure that "tight" was a compliment — it was. 

While using the modeling clay, many students commented that 
they hadn't had this much fun since kindergarten. They made comments 
like, "I didn't know that literature could be fun like this," and "I'm glad 
my group wrote down lots of detail." Students realized that the more 
detail provided or work they had done the day before, the easier the 
clay modeling assignment was. 

I was impressed with the higher levels of thinking from my stu- 
dents as they formed their Bloom's taxonomy questions. Students not 
only had to develop strong questions, but they had to know the answers, 
too. This was a challenge for the students as they tried to stump the other 
groups with what they determined to be higher-level or more difficult 
questions. 

Spreading the Word 

Mary: As director of Jaxwrite, I was asked to design and present an 
inservice to all faculty at Andrew Jackson High School, which has a stu- 
dent population much like the one at Lee High where Denise teaches. 
Four teacher consultants from the writing project planned a workshop 
that included practice in the use of Bloom's taxonomy to aid students 
in questioning texts across the curriculum. (Not incidentally, the new 
Florida statewide assessment test requires text-based writing.) 

After hearing about the success Denise had with her Beowulf unit, 

I asked her if she thought the students would be willing to come and 
talk about what they had learned. One young woman's response was, 
"I'm there!" Four students came to share their Beowulf experience. They 
told us later that they were scared, but at the time you couldn't tell. They 
faced a cafeteria full of teachers and calmly explained how the graphic 
organizers helped them locate detail and how they had to "have words" 
to prove that their dragon was like the one in the text. They explained 
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the question stems in Bloom's taxonomy. All this was accompanied by 
visual aids, including several clay dragons. Then they circulated 
amongst the tables and answered questions from individual teachers. 
Their poise and understanding of the material were awesome — I can't 
think of another word. 

Denise: After the students' presentation, I received several phone calls 
asking us to come teach Beowulf at Andrew Jackson using Bloom's tax- 
onomy. Although time constraints would not allow us to go, the fact 
that teachers saw this as a useful tool in their classrooms is proof of the 
success of the presentation and of the students' understanding of 
Beowulf. 

My students did present this activity to another teacher's class at 
Lee High. They distributed graphic organizers and explained the tasks 
involved with them; the following day they handed out modeling clay 
and gave the instructions. The other teacher's students participated and 
appeared to enjoy and learn from the activity. After the Beowulf presen- 
tation, we all went to lunch . . . and we then stayed in touch by e-mail. 

Staying Connected 

Our collaboration would have ended after the students presented their 
work were it not for e-mail. It was very difficult to find the time to col- 
laborate. We both have teenagers at home as well as in the classroom; 
they are high maintenance. As we were working out the Beowulf lessons, 
however, we had gotten into the habit of sending each other electronic 
progress reports, and this continued. This section consists entirely of e- 
mail messages. 

Denise to Mary: Mary, many thanks for all of the things 
you do! My kids said that they had so much fun yes- 
terday. They were bragging that they were taken out 
to lunch by a university professor. They are so funny 
with their stereotypes of people. Zach said that be- 
fore he met everyone he was so nervous and afraid 
he'd mess up. He commented several times how nice the 
ladies [the teacher consultants] were and that you 
didn't seem to mind being around high school kids. He 
doesn't realize that your children ARE high school 
kids . 
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Mary to Denise: Thank me! Do you realize that your 
students now are completely confident of themselves 
in the very scary arena of high school— and not even 
their own high school ! Watching them teach the teach- 
ers was a highlight of my professional life. Students 
teaching other students and teaching teachers are 
students who have mastered the material well enough 
to question and manipulate it. They are scholars. 

Denise to Mary: The positive experience yesterday will 
go so far with my kids. I'm anxious to move on with 
the Canterbury Tales this week. Zach (one of the stu- 
dent presenters) wants to e-mail you. I'll let him 
use my account . 

Zachary to Mary: Hello Dr. Baron. I hope you are do- 
ing fine as yourself and with your assignment on 
Beowulf . [We told the students we planned to write 
about their work.] We just finish Hamlet and I didn't 
really like it but the movie was a little better and 
could have been better if they would have spoken En- 
glish and not what they was speaken. And Mrs. Rambach 
showed us how to do PowerPoint and I really liked it 
a lot . 

Mary to Denise: Hello Denise, I gave Zach a dare to 
translate Hamlet into street language and provide me 
with footnotes. I hope he decides to try it. 

Denise to Mary: Zach asked for his Hamlet book back. 
He said "Dr. Baron emailed me and needs me to help in 
translating Hamlet into today's words ... is she 
for real?" 



Refining the Lessons 

Denise: After the success with Beowulf I was convinced that inner-city 
students could understand Shakespeare if it was presented at their level 
and on their terms, so I collaborated with another English teacher to 
develop a student guidebook for Macbeth. It contains quotes, act sum- 
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maries, graphic organizers, RAFT (role, audience, format, topic) assign- 
ments, vocabulary, and puzzles. Each student was given a copy of the 
play and a guidebook. 

After we read act 1, one student informed me that the guidebooks 
were "straight" (helpful). Students read character parts aloud. We took 
the reading slowly as I translated what each character was saying. My 
students asked, "Why didn't Shakespeare just write this stuff in English 
in the first place?" I explained that he was writing in the language of 
his streets. After the first three scenes, students translated for themselves. 

When I asked one of my low-achieving students to summarize 
act 1 before we continued with act 2, he said: 

Macbeth be a scrub and his pigeon be Lady Macbeth. Their crib 
be Inverness, and they plotting to kill the king, but that on the 
down low. At the end of the ack, Macbeth crunk cuz he thinking 
about killin the king. 

My first reaction was one of horror as other students laughed and en- 
couraged him to use slang terms unfamiliar to me. Just when I was about 
to reprimand the young man for his disrespect, other students began 
to translate what he said. Sure enough, 

Macbeth is this guy and his wife is Lady Macbeth. They do live at 
Inverness and are secretly plotting to kill Duncan. Macbeth is 
anxious and distraught as he ponders killing Duncan. 

The rest of the play went that well or better. My new vocabulary words 
and their definitions adorn our classroom word board, which contains 
any unfamiliar words we come across in our reading. I now have my 
own column translating street talk into teacher talk. 

The students were so excited about understanding Shakespeare 
that I decided to keep the learning going by letting them work in groups 
on their unit test. To get them to revisit the text, I assigned them to pre- 
pare PowerPoint presentations on the play. The five groups in each class 
were each assigned one act. They were to create a PowerPoint presen- 
tation that included a summary, their favorite quotes, and examples of 
foreshadowing, theme, and symbols. I used a rubric to assess each pre- 
sentation, and then all classes voted on the best presentation of each act. 
I knew this lesson was a success when a group of usually disinterested 
boys finished their PowerPoint presentation, raised their arms, and in 
unison shouted, "Score!" 

The presentations were uploaded to our reading enhancement 
Web site (http://www.justread.cjb.net), created and maintained by my 
students. The pride and ownership the students have in their Web site 
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and presentations continue to grow as they give the address out to their 
friends so they too can understand Macbeth. Students in the school vis- 
iting our Web site e-mail us questions about Hamlet, another student- 
produced PowerPoint presentation on the site. My students have now 
attached a Web cam to the classroom video monitor so that their par- 
ents and other interested persons can view them in the classroom. Mary 
visits and leaves messages for the classes and the "teaching students." 
The site is so much a part of the classroom experience for students that 
when I was sick one day and logged on to check what the students were 
doing, I saw a sign on the blackboard: HELLO, MS. RAMBACH! They 
were expecting me. 

This lesson turned out to be one of my favorites in my twenty- 
two years of teaching because I learned so much from my students. 
These inner-city, below-reading-level kids did read and understand 
Shakespeare! On completion of the play, one student commented, 
" Macbeth on time." I agree; Macbeth is a good play. 



Unexpected Outcomes 

Mary: Zach accepted my dare and chose to translate Hamlet, act 3, scene 
1 into street talk. He worked on it for more than three weeks. A sample 
follows: 

Hamlet: "What should I do about what I know about my 

father's death? Since my father died I have been 
thinking about killing myself, but I don't know what 
to do. I'm so confused. And now that I know how 
my father died. [Zach labeled the actual beginning of 
the speech, "To be or not to be."l 

Ophelia: Hey, Hamlet, how are you doing today? 

Hamlet: I'm just fine and thank you for asking. 

Ophelia: I hope you don't forget the fun times me and you 

use to have together. 

Hamlet: Man quit playing with me, I don't know who you is. 

Ophelia: Why are you playing? You know me and we use to 

be close to one another. 

Hamlet: Lady you're tripping. You need to quit fantasizing 

and open your eyes. 

Ophelia: Like I said quit fantasizing, because I don't know you. 

Hamlet: Quit thinking that I'm one of your customers and get 

back to work on your comer. ["Get thee to a nunnery"! 
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What We Have Learned 

Denise: We have learned that empowering students and giving them 
ownership of texts and of their own learning are vital strategies for suc- 
cess in the classroom. The confidence that has surfaced continues to 
build with each new adventure we share. Zach told me that he was glad 
he could help me get published. His whole attitude toward class is 
changed. He now thinks of himself as a teacher as well as a student. 
Teachers who collaborate become active learners, as do the students who 
participate in cooperative learning activities. Our own confidence grows 
along with our students' success. 

Mary: E-mail turned out to be a wonderful option for us. We often sat 
down at our computers and fired off "you won't believe what hap- 
pened" notes late at night. Something I would plan for next time is to 
send each other a HEADS UP! whenever something doesn't work. I 
think that's important. We all make mistakes. Sharing our failures leads 
us to new successes. I wouldn't recommend this sort of project unless 
both teachers are willing to share the good, the bad, and the ugly. It won't 
work, as Denise's students would say, "on the down low." 

Denise: Since I am a National Board Certified teacher, I have the honor 
of mentoring National Board candidates. This allows for collaboration 
and the sharing of teaching strategies that have been successful in the 
classroom. One National Board candidate was extremely discouraged 
about her small-group video entry. We discussed several options, and 
then it occurred to me — share the Beowulf experience. She loved the idea 
of revisiting text through graphic organizers and then applying this 
information to clay models. She videotaped her seniors as they found 
support from the text to complete their graphic organizers and as they 
created their clay Grendels and dragons. The teacher was thrilled with 
the results and commented on how easy it was for her to write the com- 
mentary for the video entry. 

Mary: Collaboration leads naturally into reflective practice. We evalu- 
ate what we have done as we tell each other about it. This may be the 
greatest benefit for the teachers involved. For students, it gets the class- 
room "off the chain," gets the teacher out of their way, and helps them 
learn to be teachers themselves — something that is unimaginable to 
many students in inner-city high schools 

A final thought: we underestimated how motivating it is for a stu- 
dent to be taken seriously. Zach's hard work "translating" Shakespeare 
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was done without any promise of credit or a grade. He, like any good 
teacher, was self-motivated to go back to the text. 
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director along with Charles Moran, Diana Callahan, and Bruce 
Penniman. Her special interests include publishing student writing 
and mentoring new teachers. 

Bruce M. Penniman, 1999 Massachusetts Teacher of the Year and National 
Teacher of the Year finalist, has taught writing, speech, and literature 
for thirty years at Amherst Regional High School, where he also 
advises the student newspaper. He is co-director of the Western 
Massachusetts Writing Project, president of the New England Associa- 
tion of Teachers of English, and newsletter editor of the NCTE Assem- 
bly on American Literature. Penniman has published over two dozen 
articles on topics ranging from American literature to writing instruc- 
tion to educational policy. In May 2000, he received an honorary 
degree from the University of Massachusetts Amherst, his three-time 
alma mater. 
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Marguerite Quintelli-Neary is associate professor of English at Winthrop 

University, where she coordinates the English education program and 
teaches British and Celtic literature, English pedagogy, and writing. 
She is the author of Folklore and the Fantastic in Twelve Modern Irish 
Novels (1997), a study of Irish folklore and modem Irish fiction, and 
has published numerous articles on modem Irish literature and 
English pedagogy. She is currently at work on a study of Irish Ameri- 
can frontier folklore and is coauthoring a work on Ives, Mahler, and 
Joyce. She spends her free time working with the NCTE student 
affiliate of Winthrop University, a group that focuses on literacy 
projects and support for new teachers. Having taught in New Jersey 
public schools for ten years, Quintelli-Neary values the liaisons 
between universities and schools and plans to involve as many local 
teachers as possible in projects that link high school students with 
higher education. 

Denise Rambach graduated from Florida State University and has been 

teaching high school language arts for twenty- three years in Jackson- 
ville. She is a National Board Certified teacher and charter member 
and co-director of Jaxwrite, Jacksonville's affiliate of the National 
Writing Project. 

April Sawyer teaches at Procter Hug High School in Reno, Nevada, an urban 
high school of approximately 2,200 students representing diverse 
ethnic and racial groups. She has a master of arts in secondary educa- 
tion from the University of Nevada, Reno, where she studied educa- 
tion reform. As a volunteer for the Reading and Writing for Critical 
Thinking Project, she traveled throughout Romania presenting 
workshops for Romanian teachers. She is also a member of the 
Northern Nevada Writing Project, NCTE, and the International 
Reading Association, and she has served as both vice president and 
president of the Northern Nevada Teachers of English. 

Wendy Strachan has a lifetime habit of being in transition and crossing 

boundaries: she was bom and grew up in England, immigrated with 
her family to Canada at age twelve, and, after graduating from McGill 
University, married and set off to see the world. It took her seventeen 
years to return from prolonged stays in Malawi, Algeria, England, and 
finally Malaysia, where for eight years she taught at the American 
International School, started the East Asia Writing Project, and raised 
two children. Longing for the varied climate and landscape of the 
Northwest drew her back to Vancouver, British Columbia, but she 
continued traveling the world leading writing workshops while 
pursuing a Ph.D. at home. In 2000, for instance, she led a two-week 
summer workshop in Portugal for teachers from seven different 
countries. Strachan is again in transition, having taken a new position 
in elementary education at Western Washington University in 
Bellingham. 
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Nancy S. Tucker teaches English education, writing, and educational tech- 
nology at the University of Michigan-Flint. She received her Ph.D. in 
English from Michigan State University in 1995. She has served on the 
steering committee of the Spring English Language Arts Conference of 
Michigan since 1989 and was coordinator of the conference for two of 
those years. Tucker has published articles about teaching, about 
writing and about the role of technology in education. When not 
writing academic articles, she works on her own poetry, essays, and 
short fiction. 7 

Melissa Westemeier received a B.A. from the University of Wisconsin- 

Stevens Point and an M.S. from the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 
Her high school students have taught her much about writing over 
the past eight years. Westemeier teaches a graduate class on 
multicultural education through Viterbo University in addition to 
teaching composition through the CAPP program with UW Oshkosh 
and various literature courses at Kaukauna High School. 

Betsy Wilson graduated from the College of Charleston, where she majored 
in business and education, and taught five years at Middleton High 
School, where she was awarded the Charleston County School District 
Sally Mae Award for most outstanding first-year teacher. For the past 
seven years, Wilson has taught accounting, computers, internship, and 
Teacher Cadet classes at Wando High School, where she also serves as 
the cheerleading sponsor. Her Teacher Cadet program has been cited 
as one of the most outstanding programs in South Carolina. 

Leah A. Zuidema, a former high school English teacher, is a doctoral student 
in the Critical Studies in the Teaching of English program at Michigan 
State University. She is a National Writing Project teacher consultant, 
and her published work includes articles on teaching writing and 
literature and on teaching in technology-poor classrooms. She has 
presented at state and national conferences on the topic of incorporat- 
ing technical writing into existing curricula. Zuidema is interested in 
working with preservice and practicing teachers, as well as continuing 
to teach composition and literature. 
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hat’s the difference between a high school senior and a first-year 
college student? In terms of age, study skills, and writing ability, not much. But 
in terms of teacher expectations and student freedom and responsibility, the 
differences can be huge. Because all too often high school teachers don t talk 



with their college counterparts — and vice versa — high school teachers some- 
times give their students well-intentioned but inaccurate advice about what to 
expect in college, and those at the college level sometimes harbor unrealistic 
expectations of their newest students. What can teachers do to prepare high 
school students to write effectively in college? 

Thomas C. Thompson has compiled an illuminating collection of en- 
couraging narratives and studies suggesting that secondary— postsecondary 



partnerships and exchanges can significantly improve students’ ability to suc- 
ceed at college-level writing tasks. The obstacles to cross-grade discussions 
and collaborations are numerous, but, as the contributors attest, so are the 



benefits. In these essays, you will encounter 

• two teachers who reflect on the rewards and challenges of teaching 
a college course to high school students 

• a college professor who struggles through a semester of teaching high 
school English, arriving at a new appreciation of both high school 
teachers and students 

• high school seniors who learn to sort through conflicting advice on 
their papers as college students work to provide helpful, balanced 
criticism for these young writers 

• high school students whose journal entries reveal their reactions 
to having a college professor grade their papers, written to college- 
level specifications 

If you want to find out more about students* writing experiences before they 
reach your classroom or after they leave, you need only listen to their former 
or future teachers. Reading this collection will give you a window onto the 
experiences of high school and college teachers who are actively working 
together to improve their students* chances of writing successfully in college. 
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